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Preface 


In January of 1989 I appeared on ABC’s “Good Morning 
America” show to be interviewed by host Charles Gibson. I had 
made a public speech earlier that month in which I had raised 
questions about how we Christians could continue to call the 
Bible the Word of God when many of its passages reflected 
facts that twentieth-century Christians simply do not acknowl- 
edge as true and attitudes that twentieth-century Christians do 
not share. 

In ABC’s desire to present a counter point of view, Jerry 
Falwell, a well-known television evangelist, was also invited to 
participate in this discussion. The interview was set for the 
normal segment of five and a half minutes. However, when the 
discussion was interrupted for a commercial, Charles Gibson 
immediately canceled his next scheduled guest and ordered the 
dialogue to go on for an additional segment of five and a half 
minutes. An eleven-minute segment on one of these national 
morning television talk shows is very rare indeed. We clearly 
had touched a vital nerve in the religious soul of this nation and 
were debating a question that interested many. 

Following this interview I wrote Jerry Falwell with the idea 
that he join me in a series of national debates on the Bible. I 
suggested to him that a debate between the two of us on the 
Bible had the potential to excite this nation and to turn our 
people anew toward serious reading of Holy Scripture. Jerry 
Falwell was not impressed by this proposal and responded, not 
personally but through the media, that “he did not want to lift 
me out of my anonymity.” I was not surprised, for Jerry is not 
well equipped for such a debate. 
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A lesser-known evangelist, John Ankerberg, did, however, 
accept the challenge, and we had three hours of debate that 
played across the nation on cable television in six thirty-minute 
segments in the fall of 1989. The response to these public media 
opportunities convinced both me and my publisher that a book 
on these issues would meet a very present need in the religious 
life of this nation and perhaps in the Western Christian world. 

There are many well written and even brilliant works of 
biblical scholarship available to the clergy, the scholars, and the 
academicians. There are many tracts, pamphlets, and books 
from the pens of fundamentalist Christians designed to defend 
biblical inerrancy and to shore up sagging weaknesses in the 
defensive armor of the literalists. There are, however, few vol- 
umes that take seriously the current levels of biblical scholar- 
ship and make that scholarship available in an understandable 
form to the average lay person who sits in the pews of our 
churches or to that person who wants to be a Christian but who 
does not find in his or her church a sufficient reason to invest 
life in that institution. 

Most Christians who are generally unaware of this schol- 
arship seem to believe that they must either be biblical literalists 
or admit that the Bible contains nothing of value for them. I am 
convinced that there is another alternative, that intelligence 
does not have to be a casualty of church life, that God can be 
worshiped with our minds, and even that biblical ignorance is 
unworthy of a disciple of Jesus Christ. It is my desire to make 
that alternative universally available. I want to place the biblical 
and theological debates that are commonplace among scholars 
at the disposal of the typical churchgoer. 

So it was that the idea of this book was born under the 
encouragement of both my editor, Jan Johnson, and my pub- 
lisher, Clayton Carlson at HarperSanFrancisco. For the next 
two years, my study life was reorganized around this task. The 
result has been not only the completion of this volume but an 
ever-deepening renewal of my love for Holy Scripture and my 
search for that elusive truth of God that lies beneath the literal 


words of that sacred text. In many ways I have Jerry Falwell to 
thank for these gifts to me. 

I also wish to thank Charles Gibson and the staff of ABC’s 
“Good Morning America” for sensing a story in this discussion 
and for risking a religious controversy in order to bring that 
story to their audience. 

As this book developed, I tested its material in various 
places around the country. St. Barnabas’ Episcopal Church on 
Bainbridge Island in the state of Washington invited me to be 
their “scholar in residence” in the summer of 1989. For a period 
of time, I sat on a deck above the magnificent Puget Sound with 
books scattered about me, writing great chunks of this manu- 
script. In exchange for their hospitality, I also lectured on this 
material to the members of this congregation and any of the 
Bainbridge Island public who cared to attend. There was tre- 
mendous interest. More than one hundred people attended 
these lectures on weeknights in July! The response of the peo- 
ple of Bainbridge Island convinced me anew that such a book 
was not only desired but badly needed. 

My special thanks go to the Episcopal bishops of that part 
of the State of Washington, Robert Cochrane and Vincent 
Warner, for their welcome of me as a teacher into their diocese. 
I also thank the past and present rectors of that church, the 
Reverend David L. Heaney and the Reverend Joseph J. 
Tiernan, for inviting me to that exquisitely beautiful spot on not 
one but two occasions, and the adult education committee, 
headed by Linda Fullerton, Christine Shrader, and Barry Mills, 
who designed the scholar-in-residence program. 

I also tested this material in a Lenten series of addresses at 
my former parish, St. Paul’s Church in Richmond, Virginia, at 
the invitation of the Reverend Canon Robert Heatherington, 
rector, and the Right Reverend Peter Lee, bishop of Virginia. 

I worked further on this manuscript and preached and lec- 
tured out of its content at The Church at Point O’Woods, New 
York. This quiet summer community, where I have been the 
guest pastor for over ten years, has been an oasis of tranquillity 
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for me in my swirling and controversial life as a bishop. For 
that gift of peace I am most grateful. 

To the clergy and people of the Episcopal Church in the 
Diocese of Newark, I express both my thanks and my gratitude 
for the opportunity they have given me to serve them as their 
bishop. This community of faith has inspired me almost daily 
to pursue my calling as a bishop who dares to take seriously the 
scholarly teaching function of the episcopacy. I do not know 
any Christians anywhere who live out so consistently their bap- 
tismal vows to “seek Christ in all people” and to “respect the 
dignity of every human being.” I salute them as my partners in 
the journey of faith, which I believe to be nothing less than a 
journey into the reality of God. I especially want to acknowl- 
edge the Reverend John Branson and the Reverend Elizabeth 
Wigg-Maxwell of St. Paul’s Church in Chatham, New Jersey, 
and the Reverend Richard Shimpfky and the Reverend Bonnie 
Perry of Christ Church in Ridgewood, New Jersey, who hosted 
lectures that I gave as part of the New Dimensions lecture se- 
ries, which made public the content of this book for the first 
time in our diocese. 

I also acknowledge my debt to my close friend and mentor 
the Right Reverend John Elbridge Hines, the former presiding 
bishop of the Episcopal Church, who has been my “father in 
God” for more than twenty-five years, and whose wise counsel 
I have received in weekly telephone calls and semiannual visits 
since I was elected bishop. 

Over the last three years, as a gift to me from the Diocese 
of Newark, I have been privileged to enjoy a sabbatical study 
month each February. I have spent that month first at Union 
Theological Seminary in New York, then at Yale Divinity 
School in New Haven, and finally at Harvard Divinity School in 
Cambridge. My thanks go to the deans at each of these insti- 
tutions, to the faculties, to the librarians, and to the students, 
all of whom enriched my life and opened my mind during 
these refreshing study times. 

My associates on the core staff of our diocese have also 
played a major part in this publication, and to them I am deeply 
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grateful. That core group includes the former Christine Mary 
Barney (to whom, under another name, this book is dedicated), 
the Right Reverend Walter C. Righter and his wife, Jane; the 
Venerable James William Henry Sell and his wife, Ellen; the 
Venerable Leslie Carl Smith and his wife, Lois; and Mr. John 
George Zinn and his wife, Carol. These people live and work 
closely together in a vital and electric diocese, and I am proud 
to be identified with them. My vocation as an author has not 
made their lives simple or easy. 

Other members of our staff to whom thanks are due in- 
clude Marge Allenspach, Cecil Broner, Rupert Cole, Gail 
Deckenbach, Olga Hayes, Wendy Hinds, Kathryn King, Robert 
Lanterman, Barbara Lescota, Australia Lightfoot, Ginnie 
Maiella, William Quinlan, Lucy Sprague, Barry Stopfel, Philip 
Storm, and Elizabeth Stone. 

I save one person for special mention. She is Wanda 
Corwin Hollenbeck, my executive secretary. In a very real way, 
this book is uniquely her book. Not only did she type, edit, and 
reedit it many times, but she was a source of enormous en- 
couragement to me as the book developed. The words in the 
manuscript seemed to speak to Wanda more deeply than those 
of any book I’ve written on which she had previously worked. 
To find her excited by its content as each chapter rolled off her 
word processor, and to hear her proclaim that “this is the best 
thing you’ve ever written,” were for me moments along the 
way that made the task most enjoyable. I often wonder how my 
office or the Diocese of Newark ever functioned before Wanda 
joined our life in 1984. She brings to her position outstanding 
ability, personal integrity, and an incredible sensitivity. She and 
her husband, Richard, are among my close friends. No words 
are adequate to convey to her my deep appreciation. 

Finally, I salute my family—my wife, Christine; my daugh- 
ters, Ellen, Katharine, and Jaquelin, and their husbands, Gus 
Epps, Jack Catlett, and Todd Hylton, respectively; my grand- 
daughter, Katharine Shelby Catlett; my stepson and step- 
daughter, Brian and Rachel Barney; my mother, Doolie G. 
Spong; and my brother Will and sister Betty, all of whom sur- 
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round my life with a sustaining love. Seldom has one person 
lived inside a more supportive family. 

I write this book in the confidence that if I can succeed in 
lifting up the Christ so that this unique figure can be seen by 
people living in our century, then this Christ will complete the 
process by drawing all of God’s people into that holy presence 
where God can be experienced as real. That, to me, is not only 
a worthy task for a Christian but it is also a biblical imperative. 
Shalom! 


John Shelby Spong 
Newark, New Jersey 
January 1991 
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I 


A Preamble: 
Sex Drove Me to the Bible 


Sex drove me to the Bible! 

This statement is literally true, but not in the sense that 
most would interpret it. In 1988 my book entitled Living in Sin? 
A Bishop Rethinks Human Sexuality was published by Harper and 
Row. In that book I was led to question traditional religious 
attitudes and traditional religious definitions on a wide variety 
of sexual issues, from homosexuality to premarital living ar- 
rangements. There was an immediate outcry from conservative 
religious circles in defense of something they called biblical mo- 


rality. 


Proof Texting and Prejudice 


This appeal to the Bible to justify and to sustain an attitude 
that was clearly passing away had a very familiar ring to me. I 
grew up in America’s segregated South with its rich evangelical 
biblical heritage. Time after time I heard the Bible quoted to 
justify segregation. I was told that Ham, Noah’s son, had 
looked on Noah in his nakedness, and for this sin he had been 
cursed to servitude and slavery along with all his progeny 
(Gen. 9:25-27). It did not occur to those quoting this Scripture 
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to raise questions about what kind of God was assumed in this 
verse, or whether or not they could worship such a God. Since 
they could not identify themselves with those who were the 
victims of this cruelty, the God to whom they ascribed this 
victimizing power did not appear to them to be seriously com- 
promiséd. 

It also did not seem to matter that this corporate condem- 
nation of millions of people to servitude because of their an- 
cestor’s indiscretion might also contradict other parts of the 
sacred text. The prophet Ezekiel, for example, writes: “What do 
you mean by repeating this proverb concerning the land of 
Israel, ‘The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s 
teeth are set on edge’? As I live, says the Lord God, this prov- 
erb shall no more be used by you in Israel. Behold, all souls are 
mine; the soul of the father as well as the soul of the son is 
mine: the soul that sins shall die” (Ezek. 18:2-4). The only con- 
cern of the one who quoted the texts in my early life was to 
maintain that person’s prejudice, to enable that person to avoid 
having to change destructive attitudes. 

I lived in Lynchburg, Virginia, in the late 1960s, when in- 
dependent Baptist preacher Jerry Falwell was just beginning his 
rise to national prominence. Intense racism was certainly in the 
air at that time, and Jerry Falwell played to these feelings as his 
popularity grew. To start a “Christian school” in that period of 
history was a popular response to the Supreme Court order to 
dismantle the segregated school system endemic to the South 
since the Civil War. Teachers in Falwell’s school had to take an 
oath of conformity to biblical inerrancy, and by that same view 
of Scripture, Jerry Falwell could justify his emotional commit- 
ment to segregation, although, in fairness to Mr. Falwell, it 
needs to be said that he has moved away from these negative 
attitudes as the years have gone by. 

It was in this period of history that the segregationist gov- 
ernor of Georgia, Lester Maddox, became a candidate for pres- 
ident of the United States and was supported by many south- 
ern fundamentalists. Maddox was a Georgia restaurateur who 
battled for his “constitutional right” to serve only a segregated 
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public. He gave out ax handles at his restaurant as a hint of the 
way he thought those who wanted to desegregate public busi- 
nesses might be discouraged from doing so. 

With ease, many texts out of the Hebrew Scriptures could 
be quoted to justify the need for God’s chosen people to keep 
themselves separate and apart from those judged to be 
unchosen, heathen, or evil. That was, and is, a major theme in 
the books of both Ezra and Nehemiah, for example (Ezra 10:12, 
15; Neh. 13:1-3). Of course those texts could be countered by 
other texts to produce ambivalence or relativity in biblical truth, 
but fundamentalists could not tolerate this. Those whose reli- 
gious security is rooted in a literal Bible do not want that se- 
curity disturbed. They are not happy when facts challenge their 
biblical understanding or when nuances in the text are intro- 
duced or when they are forced to deal with either contradic- 
tions or changing insights. The Bible, as they understand it, 
shares in the permanence and certainty of God, convinces them 
that they are right, and justifies the enormous fear and even 
negativity that lie so close to the surface in fundamentalistic 
religion. For biblical literalists, there is always an enemy to be 
defeated in mortal combat. 

Sometimes that enemy is Satan—the devil literalized and 
made very real and serving the primary purpose of removing 
responsibility from the one who has fallen into sin. Onetime- 
popular American evangelist Jimmy Swaggart, when caught in 
a New Orleans motel with a prostitute, explained his behavior 
by just such an appeal to Satan. His evangelistic enterprises 
were so successful, he stated, that the devil was being hurled 
back into darkness by this white knight of a preacher. So the 
devil launched a counterattack and lured evangelist Swaggart 
into a trap and dealt a mortal blow to his soul-winning minis- 
try. If the devil can ensnare a heroic figure like Swaggart, so the 
argument went, think what he (the devil is always male, 
witches are always female) can do to the lesser persons who are 
mere church members. 

In evangelical circles, child discipline tends to be quite 
physical, both because children are thought to be “born in sin” 
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and therefore evil and because the Book of Proverbs teaches 
parents that “he who spares the rod hates his son, but he who 
loves him is diligent to discipline him” (Prov. 13:24). One dis- 
obedient lad, facing corporal punishment in “the woodshed,” is 
said to have argued for a suspended sentence by saying, “It 
wasn’t my fault, father. The devil made me do it.” To which the 
father replied, “Well son, I guess it is my duty to beat the devil 
out of you!” Blaming the devil is a popular but not always 
successful maneuver. It did not work for Mr. Swaggart. 

If the devil is not the enemy, then, according to the fun- 
damentalists, a rival church frequently is the focus of the neg- 
ative energy that roots in fear. The story is told of a little town 
in east Tennessee, hardly big enough to support one church, 
where on opposite sides of the main street stood the First Bap- 
tist Church and the Second Baptist Church. When a visitor in- 
quired as to why there were two Baptist churches in this single 
tiny town, the visitor was told, “This Baptist church says, ‘there 
ain’t no hell,’ and this other Baptist church says, ‘the hell there 
ain't.’ ” 

If not a rival church, then religious liberals, secular mod- 
ernists, God-denying communists, or some other incarnation of 
evil becomes the enemy. Irrational religious anger demands a 
target. Television evangelists use physical and verbal means to 
act out their negativity and thereby to relieve some of this en- 
ergy in the lives of their congregations. It is an interesting ex- 
ercise, when viewing television evangelists, to turn off the 
sound and watch the facial contortions and violent gestures. 
Seldom do they communicate the love of God. 

When a fundamentalist Christian sees the Antichrist in 
someone who is disturbing his or her religious security, it be- 
comes not merely justifiable but downright righteous to utter 
words of condemnation and prayers for the early demise of that 
enemy. Indeed, you can even believe that you are God's 
anointed one to rid the world of this demonic figure. 

One irate reader of a newspaper article wrote that he was 
praying that the next plane I took would crash, carrying me to 
my grave. The next time I boarded a flight I felt I should stop 
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at the front of the plane and say, “Folks, there is something you 
need to know before this plane takes off.” If I did so, it might 
result in a wider seat selection. I wonder, however, at the in- 
congruity of that letter writer who sincerely believes himself to 
be a Christian and yet somehow does not calculate the fact that 
his prayers for the early demise of someone he abhors might 
also require the sacrificial deaths of a planeload of supposedly 
innocent people. Yet that is the nature of religious anger. Once 
again, the words spoken and the deeds proposed are simply 
not in touch with the gospel of the God who so loved the world 
and who, in the person of Jesus, invited all to “come unto 
him.” 

A major function of fundamentalist religion is to bolster 
deeply insecure and fearful people. This is done by justifying a 
way of life with all of its defining prejudices. It thereby pro- 
vides an appropriate and legitimate outlet for one’s anger. The 
authority of an inerrant Bible that can be readily quoted to but- 
tress this point of view becomes an essential ingredient to such 
a life. When that Bible is challenged, or relativized, the result- 
ing anger proves the point categorically. 

The same mentality exists in the more sophisticated main- 
line churches on more rational levels and with more complex 
and emotional issues. These churches would be embarrassed if 
they had to defend the patterns of segregation among southern 
fundamentalists, but many of them are quite convinced that 
their prejudice toward women, for example, is a justified part 
of God’s plan in creation. It is for them God-given and biblically 
based. It is no surprise, then, that the twentieth-century battle 
for the rights of women in the church and for the casting off of 
the male-imposed definition of women has produced heated 
and emotional ecclesiastical conflict. 

From the Pope, John Paul II, to the former Presiding Bishop 
of the Episcopal Church, John Maury Allin, to the Archbishop 
of Canterbury, Robert Runcie, to the outspoken Anglican 
Bishop of London, Graham Leonard, the most remarkable 
words have been spoken to prove that the “unbroken tradi- 
tion of two thousand years of an all-male priesthood” is not a 


5 


manifestation of the prejudice and sin of a patriarchal, sexist 
society, but is rather a manifestation of the unchanging will of 
God supported by “the word of God” in the Bible. Each spoke 
for that point of view that was distinctly uncomfortable as the 
sexual stereotypes of the past began to be discarded. 

In separate ways, but with a patriarchal consistency, the 
various Christian leaders accepted a definition of women that 
precluded the possibility that a woman could represent God at 
the altar. Without daring to say so outright, they were never- 
theless suggesting that women are not created in the image of 
God. Only men share that honor. Paul had made that argu- 
ment in the First Epistle to the Corinthians— “For a man ought 
not to cover his head, since he is the image and glory of God; 
but woman is the glory of man. (For man was not made from 
woman, but woman from man. Neither was man created for 
woman but woman for man.)” (1 Cor. 11:7-9). Paul drew in 
that same epistle the conclusion that, therefore, “the women 
should keep silence in the churches. For they are not permitted 
to speak, but should be subordinate, as even the law says. If 
there is anything they [women] desire to know, let them ask 
their husbands at home. For it is shameful for a woman to 
speak in church” (1 Cor. 14:34, 35). 

If this passage is taken literally, if the Bible is regarded as 
the “inerrant word of God,” then no woman can sing in a choir, 
participate in a liturgy, teach Sunday school, or be ordained as 
a pastor or a priest. Churches with women participating in any 
of these areas, and that includes every church in Christendom 
on some level, have thus ignored, reinterpreted, dismissed, or 
relativized these biblical passages. The new sexual conscious- 
ness, and most especially the feminist aspect of that conscious- 
ness, is clearly on a collision course with “sacred tradition” as 
both church and Scripture have defined it. At every point thus 
far, “sacred tradition” has been bent to accommodate the 
emerging insights. This will not change. It is only a matter of 
time before all vestiges of the ecclesiastical oppression of 
women will come to an end. A woman bishop of Rome, sitting 
on the throne of Saint Peter as pope, is inevitable. The Bible 
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quoted to oppose this rising tide of consciousness will itself be 
a casualty unless it is freed from the straitjacket of literal fun- 
damentalism. 

The issue of homosexuality is another reality in sexual 
thinking and practice that places pressure on Holy Scripture. 
Once again, this prejudice is so deep, so widely assumed to be 
self-evident, that all major churches have in the past simply 
quoted the Bible to justify their continued oppression and re- 
jection of gay and lesbian persons. The Sodom and Gomorrah 
story is cited uncritically to be a biblical account, and therefore 
a justification, of God’s condemnation of this behavior. Yet a 
closer reading of this narrative reveals it to be a strange story 
involving hospitality laws in a nomadic society that our world 
of superhighways, bright lights, and chain motels cannot even 
imagine. It is a story about gang rape, which cannot ever be 
anything but evil. It is a narrative that expresses violent ma- 
levolence toward women that few people today, even among 
the fundamentalists, would be eager to condone. 

In the biblical world of male values, the humiliation of a 
male was best achieved by making the males act like women in 
the sex act. To act like a woman, to be the passive participant 
in coitus, was thought to be insulting to the dignity of the male. 
This, far more than homosexuality, was the underlying theme 
of the Sodom story. The hero of this tale was Lot, a citizen of 
Sodom, who offered the sanctuary of his home to the angelic 
messengers and who protected them from the sexual abuse of 
the men of Sodom. Few preachers go on to tell you that Lot 
protected these messengers by offering to the mob for their 
sexual sport his two virgin daughters. You may “do to them as 
you please” (Gen. 19:8), Lot asserted. 

The story goes on to say that Lot, despite this violent be- 
trayal of his daughters, was accounted righteous by God. As 
the tiny righteous remnant of Sodom, Lot and his family were 
spared by God from the destruction that befell that infamous 
city. The story continues to tell us of Lot’s subsequent drunk- 
enness and his seduction into incest by his scheming daughters 
(Gen. 19:30-36). Once again, the purpose of a claim of biblical 
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literalism is revealed to be not to call people to the values of 
justice, but to justify existing prejudice by keeping oneself se- 
cure inside a way of life that cannot be challenged by any new 
insight. Among fundamentalists, the selective use of a text, 
ignoring vast areas of reality, is commonplace. 

There are certainly other places in Scripture where homo- 
sexuality is condemned. Both the Torah and Saint Paul can be 
cited. However, the question of biblical authority arises anew 
when scientific data, which the fifth- and sixth-century B.c.«. 
authors of the Torah and Saint Paul could not have imagined, 
throws new light on the origin and cause of homosexuality. 
Such data available today suggest that homosexual orientation 
is not a matter of choice but a matter of ontology; that is, it is 
of the being of the individual, not the doing. 

It also suggests that this phenomenon has been present in 
human life since the dawn of human history, that it is present 
in higher mammais that presumably fall below the level of vo- 
lition, and that there has been no appreciable success despite 
all the efforts of modern science, including psychiatry, in 
changing the givenness of this reality for the vast majority of 
persons. Then perhaps it begins to dawn on us that life has 
within it wide varieties. We have male vocal ranges from coun- 
tertenor to bass and female vocal ranges from lyric soprano to 
a contralto that could be and sometimes is a baritone. We have 
male physical ranges from the muscular athlete to the soft, del- 
icate man and female physical ranges from the well-conditioned 
athlete who can compete on an equal basis with the vast ma- 
jority of males to the frail woman who lives out the male ste- 
reotype of helplessness. 

So also we have ranges in male sexual orientation from 
those who constitute the majority and who relate to women 
sexually, though, it might be added, with a wide variety of 
sexual appetites; to those who, because of the way their brains 
were sexed in utero, aS many scientists would now suggest, 
find desire only in their response to those of their own gender. 
(Lest some reader make too quick and simplistic a correlation of 
these categories, let me quickly say that I know countertenors 
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who are heterosexual and basses who are homosexual. I know 
male athletes who are gay and I know heterosexual males who 
in physical appearance would be called effeminate. The stereo- 
types of the ages do not hold when scrutinized.) 

The authors of the Bible did not have the knowledge on 
this subject that is available to us today. The sexual attitudes in 
Scripture used to justify the prejudiced sexual stereotypes of 
the past simply are not holding in this generation. They are not 
in touch with emerging contemporary knowledge. 

So it was that sex drove me to the Bible. The new emerging 
sexual consciousness and the passing of ancient stereotypes 
challenged the authority of Scripture, raised profound ques- 
tions about the authenticity of biblical insights, and created for 
me and for many others a crisis of faith. 


The Rescue Effort 


It is not a new crisis. Tension has existed between the 
church and the scientific community for hundreds of years. 
Galileo was excommunicated for his suggestion that the earth 
was not the center of the created order. Isaac Newton and his 
clockwork universe were at odds with those who pray to an 
intervening deity. People like Bishop Samuel Wilberforce and 
his modern-day descendants, called creationists, were sent into 
orbit as they tried to neutralize the impact of Charles Darwin. 
This tension has increasingly resulted in an anti-intellectual ap- 
proach to Christianity on the part of literal-minded, conserva- 
tive Christians and a departure from the organized Christian 
church into the secular city by scores of modern men and 
women for whom the mythological framework of the Christian 
story no longer has any translatable meaning. 

Above all, it has placed the Bible in jeopardy. If the only 
people who talk about the Bible are fundamentalists and their 
more sophisticated city cousins, who wince defensively when 
the “traditions of the church” are challenged by new insights, 
then fewer and fewer people are going to take seriously a book 
or a church that appears to them to be so antiquated. 
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When attention is turned to the mainline churches, where 
a well-educated ministry has always been required, it becomes 
obvious that they have, by and large, simply ignored the Bible. 
The average pew sitter in the average mainline church, both 
Catholic and Protestant, is, to say it bluntly, biblically illiterate. 
The offering to the world by the mainline churches of a viable 
option and alternative to biblical fundamentalism is, therefore, 
not forthcoming. The options, our people are made to feel, are 
either to live in continued ignorance or to abandon the church 
altogether for life apart from any religious convictions. The bib- 
lical scholarship of the past two hundred years has simply not 
been made available to the man or the woman in the pew. So 
mainline Christians allow the television preachers to manipu- 
late their audiences, most times to their own financial gain, by 
making the most absurd biblical claims without their being 
called to accountability in the name of truth. 

It is for these reasons that I have found it imperative to put 
another voice into the public arena. My purpose in this volume 
is first to rescue the Bible from the exclusive hands of those 
who demand that it be literal truth and second to open that 
sacred story to levels of insight and beauty that, in my expe- 
rience, literalism has never produced. I hope to call people into 
an appreciation of the living “Word of God” that lurks so often 
hidden and undiscovered beneath the literal words of the text. 

For biblical scholars, this volume will be very elementary. 
For those who have only vague recollections of biblical stories, 
it will be both insightful and expanding. Depending on how 
much the Bible has been made into an idol for my readers, my 
book will be regarded as either enlightening or disturbing. My 
hope is that it will help members of the Christian churches to 
allow their soon-to-be-twenty-first-century minds to become 
aware of and to embrace a biblical truth that, while not literal, 
is certainly timeless. 

I write as a Christian who loves the church. I am not a 
hostile critic who stands outside religion desiring to make fun 
of it. am not a Marxist who believes that religion is the opiate 
of the people. I am not a Madalyn Murray O‘Hair who believes 
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that God should be expunged from public life. am a bishop in 
the Anglican (Episcopal) church who was raised as a biblical 
fundamentalist and who, when I left that fundamentalism, did 
not leave my love of the Bible or my desire to serve God 
through the church. 

There will be some who, upon reading this volume, will be 
disturbed and even angry. I regret that. I have no desire to 
make uncomfortable anyone’s fragile life. In a strange way, dis- 
comfort and even anger bear witness to the dawning of new 
possibilities; so while it saddens me to cause distress, it also 
awakens in me a sense of gratitude. At the same time, I suspect 
that voices will be raised among the liberal Christians proclaim- 
ing that there is nothing new here and, therefore, no reason to 
take this book seriously. Or they will fasten on a date or a fact 
that they can challenge, even successfully, to discredit the 
whole work. There is not much new here, and some of my 
dates and “facts” are still debated in theological circles. None- 
theless, I will continue to argue that these insights, drawn 
largely from that deep and impressive literature of biblical 
scholarship over the past one hundred years, have not yet be- 
come operative in the church primarily because they have not 
yet become operative in those very clergy who will dismiss this 
as “old hat.” 

It is my deepest hope that there will be others who will 
discover in the pages of this book a means through which they 
can return to church in honesty or be enabled to worship God 
with a renewed integrity in the church that they have never 
left. I believe that their name is legion. They are members of my 
family and among my closest friends. I write for them because 
the goal of my professional life has been to combine scholarship 
with faith, to bring honesty and the authenticity of citizenship 
in the modern world to the activity of worship while continuing 
to walk in the faith tradition established by Jesus of Nazareth 
whom I call Lord and Christ. Time will tell whether or not so 
lofty a goal has been achieved. 


11 


2 


Raising the Issues 


When I was a lad of twelve, my mother gave me a Bible as 
my primary Christmas present. It was a fat volume, leather- 
bound, printed on tissue-thin paper and in the King James Ver- 
sion. That was, in fact, the only version that I knew existed. 
This Bible had lots of maps, an index, and various notes on 
things in Bible times. It also had the words of Jesus printed in 
red letters, even when Luke was quoting the already ascended 
Christ in the Book of Acts as saying, “It is more blessed to give 
than to receive” (Acts 20:35), and when Paul related in 
1 Corinthians the words of Jesus at the Last Supper, “take eat, 
this is my body” (1 Cor. 11:23). It did not occur to me at the 
time that neither Luke nor Paul ever knew the historical Jesus, 
so that these quotations, if authentic at all, had to have existed 
for some time as part of the church’s memory and oral tradi- 
tion. 

It is revelatory of the value system of my family that I re- 
ceived that Christmas gift with the greatest of joy and placed 
this Bible prominently on my bedside table, where it could con- 
veniently remind me of my vow to read it daily. And read it I 
did; and I still do. I was drawn powerfully to that book. My 
father had died some four months before that Christmas, 
plunging my family into radical emotional and economic inse- 
curity. Somehow that Bible ministered to my insecurity. I pored 
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over its words with all the intensity and depth a twelve-year- 
old boy could muster. 

My mother had not finished the ninth grade in school; she 
was a woman of a simple faith. No critical problems ever both- 
ered her understanding of God. He was father and judge—ever 
watching, protecting, and keeping records of our behavior so 
that reward or punishment could be meted out fairly at the Day 
of Judgment. It did not occur to me at the time to see how 
similar that divine image was to Santa Claus, who every De- 
cember emerged to be perceived as one who was “making a list 
and checking it twice, gonna find out who’s naughty and nice.” 

In my junior and senior years of high school, my knowl- 
edge of the content of Scripture was greatly enhanced when I 
was allowed to take two classes in Bible in the public schools of 
Charlotte, North Carolina. That was still possible in the late 
1940s. My teacher for both of those classes was a lovely lady, 
named Janet Robinson, who declined to wear any makeup be- 
cause it was “against the teaching of the Bible.” She believed 
that God had dictated every word of Holy Scripture, that it was 
in a literal sense “the Word of God.” But that premise did not 
stop her from making the stories of the Bible live with dramatic 
power. King David, Nathan the prophet, Elijah on Mount 
Carmel, the journeys of Paul, and the story of the cross—all 
became gripping dramas that seared their way into my mem- 
ory. Under her tutelage I memorized vast portions of the Bible. 
Passages such as 1 Corinthians 13, Romans 12, the Sermon on 
the Mount, the Lucan birth narrative, as well as many 
salvation-oriented proof texts, became part of my reflex Chris- 
tian life. There was for me no authority beyond the affirmation 
“the Bible says.” 

I mention this brief bit of autobiography to set the stage to 
talk about the Bible. I come to this study as one who has had 
a lifetime love affair with this book. I look at the authority of 
the Scriptures as one who has been both nurtured by and then 
disillusioned with the literal Bible. My devotion to the Bible 
was so intense that it led me into a study that finally obliterated 
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any possibility that the Bible could be related to on a literal 
basis. My relationship with the Bible became and remains so 
significant that I cannot ignore it, forget it, or walk away from 
it. I have to engage it, probe it, dissect it, transcend it. It is a 
volume that has been a source of genuine life for me. 

For years in my writing career, I have examined such parts 
of the sacred text as the person of Jesus, the Ten Command- 
ments, the resurrection narratives, and the biblical teaching on 
human sexuality. In each instance, I narrowed my focus to the 
subject at hand and studied it with great intensity. But increas- 
ingly I felt a need to look at the Bible itself as a whole. How can 
this book be used with integrity by men and women of faith? 
How can it be lifted out of the prejudices and cultural biases of 
bygone eras? How can it be a source of life to a twentieth- and 
soon-to-be-twenty-first-century generation? If it continues to be 
viewed literally, the Bible, in my opinion, is doomed to be cast 
aside as both dated and irrelevant. 

Can modern men and women continue to pretend that 
timeless, eternal, and unchanging truth has been captured in 
the words of a book that achieved its final written form midway 
into the second century of this common era? Would not such a 
claim be dismissed as ludicrous in any other branch of human 
knowledge? Is it less ludicrous because we have surrounded it 
with a religious aura? Have we embraced the meaning of the 
subjective quality of a particular language, the truth lost at 
worst and distorted at best in the translations? 


The Underlying Issues: Language and Concepts 


Christians have almost no words that Jesus spoke in Ara- 
maic, the tongue he employed. The exceptions are “Talitha 
Cumi” in Mark (5:41); “Ephphatha” in the story of the deaf 
mute (Mark 7:34); and the best known, the cry from the cross, 
“Eloi Eloi lama sabathani.” This cry is, of course, a quotation 
from Psalm 22 and may or may not have been actually uttered 
by the dying Jesus of Nazareth. But before we can confront 
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the Jesus of history, we have to move from English to Greek 
(the language in which the New Testament was written) to 
Aramaic. To move into Aramaic is to move into a world of oral 
tradition where no written records exist. Did Jesus say, for in- 
stance, “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle 
than for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of Heaven”? It is a 
strange analogy, an inappropriate mixing of metaphors. Cam- 
els do not go through eyes of needles, not even tiny camels. 
But when the word camel is translated into Aramaic, one sees 
that in Aramaic the word for camel and the word for rope are 
almost identical. Was the original word of Jesus “It is easier for 
a rope to go through the eye of a needle”? It would be an 
appropriate metaphor, still possessing the power of the impos- 
sible but not violating the imagination of the hearers. If this is 
a saying that was garbled in translation, are there others? How 
substantial are they to our understanding of the essential ele- 
ments of our tradition? 

When I became aware that neither the word virgin nor the 
concept of virginity appears in the Hebrew text of Isaiah that 
Matthew quoted to undergird his account of Jesus’ virgin birth, 
I became newly aware of the fragile nature of biblical funda- 
mentalism. The understanding of “virgin” is present only in the 
Greek word parthenos, used to translate the Hebrew word 
‘almah in a Greek version of the Hebrew Scriptures. The He- 
brew word for virgin is betulah. “Almah never means “virgin” in 
Hebrew. [had to face early on in my priestly career the startling 
possibility that the virgin tradition so deep in Christianity may 
well rest upon something as fragile as the weak reed of a mis- 
translation. I will develop this point more fully in chapter 13. 

Beyond the difficulties with the ancient languages, there 
are concepts in the Bible that are repugnant to the modern 
consciousness. There is a vicious tribal code of ethics that 
prohibits internally behavior that is actually encouraged in deal- 
ing with outsiders. Moses was a murderer, but this was not a 
character flaw because his victim was an Egyptian (Exod. 
2:11ff). Joseph was an arrogant and spoiled favorite son upon 
whom his father heaped lavish gifts and special favor (Genesis 
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37). It is hard to be critical of Joseph when the people of Israel 
believed God related to them in a similar fashion. Adultery 
was said to be evil, but both Abraham and Isaac tried to pass 
their wives off as their sisters, even though this meant having 
them sexually used by Abimelech, king of Gerar (Gen. 20:1-18; 
26:6-11). 

Tribal hatreds are extolled as virtues in parts of the Hebrew 
Scriptures. Captive peoples, if spared from death, were re- 
duced to slavery. Captive women were used for sexual sport by 
their Hebrew conquerors. Judah treated his daughter-in-law 
Tamar as a prostitute and then proposed to kill her when she 
became pregnant (Genesis 38). Bearing false witness was pro- 
hibited by the Ten Commandments, but that is exactly what 
Moses did in his conversations with Pharaoh. His request was 
for temporary leave for the people of Israel so that they might 
hold a religious feast in the wilderness (Exod. 5:1). Later Moses 
promised that it would be for only three days (Exod. 9:27). 
Obviously neither Moses nor Pharaoh believed this. Whenever 
the Pharaoh relented in response to the plagues, the Bible 
would say that God hardened his heart so that more plagues 
could be visited upon the Egyptians (Exod. 10:1ff). Not a very 
fair portrait of God, one could certainly argue. 

God appeared in some passages to be not only a national- 
istic deity but also a sadistic one who delighted even in killing 
the firstborn in every Egyptian household (Exod. 11:4-6). The 
purpose of this exercise, said the biblical writer, was so that all 
would know “that the Lord makes a distinction between the 
Egyptians and Israel” (Exod. 11:7). The Torah said “do not 
steal,” but at Moses’ command, the Exodus from Egypt was 
accomplished after the Israelites had robbed the Egyptians of 
their jewelry, silver, gold, and clothing (Exod. 12:35-36). When 
the Hebrew people decided to make a golden calf in the wil- 
derness, they made it with their Egyptian loot (Exodus 32). 
Where else does a former slave people come upon such wealth 
in the wilderness? The picture of God that began to emerge 
from the Bible for me was neither a pleasant one nor one to 
which I was drawn in worship. It did not get better. 
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The Bible confronted me with the picture of God rejoicing 
over the drowning of the Egyptians at the Red Sea (Exodus 15). 
Was this God not also the God of the Egyptians? I wondered. 
Later this God suggested that the children of the Edomites 
should have their heads dashed against the rocks for what the 
Edomites had done to the Jews (Ps. 137:7-9). In another in- 
stance, God was called “a man of war” (Exod. 15:3), a concept 
far removed from the one I had come to call the “Prince of 
Peace.” 

Then, as the Law of God unfolded in the remaining books 
of the Torah, I found myself more and more repelled. Slavery 
was assumed, and the master could beat the slave mercilessly, 
for the Law said, “The slave is his money” (Exod. 21:21). The 
child who struck or cursed a parent shall be executed (Exod. 
21:15, 17). Anyone who sacrificed to a God other than Israel's 
God “shall be utterly destroyed” (Exod. 22:20). Menstruation 
was unclean, and whatever the menstruating woman touched 
was unclean (Lev. 15:19ff). A man who had a wet dream “shall 
be unclean until the evening” (Lev. 15:16). You could not bea . 
priest if you were blind or lame or had a mutilated face or were 
a hunchback or a dwarf or had a defect in sight or an itching 
disease or scabs or crushed testicles (Lev. 22:16-22). If you blas- 
pheme God you shall be executed (Lev. 24:16). “When a man 
causes a disfigurement in his neighbor, as he has done, it shall 
be done to him, fracture for fracture, eye for eye, tooth for 
tooth; as he has disfigured a man, he shall be disfigured” (Lev. 
24:19-20). If a “spirit of jealousy” came upon a man, he could 
order his wife to undergo an ordeal of drinking a poisoned 
potion. If the woman died, her guilt was assumed. If she sur- 
vived, she was presumed to be innocent (Num. 5:11ff). One 
shudders to think of the mentally unbalanced males who put 
their wives to death wrongfully under this male-inspired law 
that was said to be “the word of God.” 

Religious purity was also assured by the execution of any- 
one who deviated from true worship by serving a false God 
(Num. 25:1-6). If we had such a law today, who would define 
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the true God? There are many religious people who are quite 
sure that their God is the only God and that their way of wor- 
ship is the only proper way to worship. The claims of infalli- 
bility and inerrancy are familiar religious claims. This is the 
very stuff of religious imperialism. All of this seemed to me 
more like religious bigotry than divinely inspired Scripture. But 
there it was in the Bible. 

Womanhood was insulted in verse after verse of the Torah. 
The woman was thought to be incompetent to make a vow, so 
her father was given veto power (Num. 30:1-5). Later in her life 
her husband had to approve of her utterances if they were to 
have any force (Num. 30:8). 

Non-Israelite groups, such as the Midianites, were ordered 
to be destroyed by the God of the Bible (Num. 31:1, 2). Israel 
obeyed: “They warred against Midian as the Lord commanded 
Moses and slew every male” (Num. 31:7). They spared the 
women and children and took as booty all their cattle, flocks, 
and goods (Num. 31:9). So much for “You shall not steal”! Then 
they burned the Midianite cities (Num. 31:10). Moses was an- 
gry that they had let the women live (Num. 31:15). He then 
ordered all the male children to be killed. So much for “You 
shall do no murder”! Then all the females who were not virgins 
were ordered to be killed, but Moses allowed the Israelite men 
to keep all the virgins “for yourself.” So much for “You shall 
not commit adultery”! 

I was repelled by the arrogance of the biblical claims made 
on the land of others in the name of the God of Israel. The 
Hebrews in the thirteenth century before this common era 
were, from the Canaanite perspective, a marauding band of 
looters, killers, and destroyers, but they saw themselves as a 
people of destiny, as those whose national vested interest was, 
in fact, the will of God. Because the Hebrews won that ancient 
struggle, their point of view rather than the Canaanite point of 
view prevailed in the biblical record. There is always a danger 
in believing that you and your people are somehow God’s spe- 
cially chosen. The obvious corollary is that your enemies are 
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God's specifically “unchosen,” and very soon they are thought 
of as God’s rejected. If God had rejected these others who are 
not Hebrew, then Israel’s rejection and even murderous behav- 
ior could be justified. Every nation, including the United States 
when it,operates under a theory of divine election or manifest 
destiny, can be especially distorted. This chauvinistic national- 
ism reached the force of law in the Torah by the suggestion that 
Hebrews not take the health risks that aliens must endure, and 
that these risks can be used for profit by Hebrews in dealing 
with foreigners. For the Torah says, “You shall not eat anything 
that dies of itself. You may give it to the alien who is within 
your towns that he may eat it or you may sell it to a foreigner” 
(Deut. 14:21). This verse comes from the same book that asks, 
“What does the Lord your God require of you, but to fear the 
Lord your God, to walk in all his ways ... and to keep the 
commandments and statutes of the Lord” (Deut. 10:12~13). 
Time after time the things this God was thought to have com- 
manded became repulsive to me. If all of these things were part 
of a Bible that had to be believed as the literal word of God, I 
found that increasingly I could not give myself in worship to 
such a deity. 

This list of objectionable passages could be expanded al- 
most endlessly. I could quote passages condemning witches 
and mediums that were used until the eighteenth century to 
justify the murders of countless women. I could point to pas- 
sages that condemned homosexuality that were used to justify 
the burning at the stake of many a person either thought to be 
living or actually living a responsible gay or lesbian life. I could 
quote passages glorifying war used to justify the nationalistic 
ambitions of many a political leader who, under the guise of 
patriotism, used war to build fortunes. 

It was still on a superficial level that I confronted these 
surface anomalies, but I could not believe that anyone who had 
read this book would be so foolish as to proclaim that the Bible 
in every literal word was the divinely inspired, inerrant word of 
God. Yet the claim continued to be made and continues to this 
day. Have these people simply not read the text? Are they 


20 


hopelessly uninformed? Is there a different Bible? Are they 
blinded by a combination of ego needs and naivete? 

When one turns from the ancient Hebrew texts to the New 
Testament, the problems do not disappear. There are passages 
in the Gospels that portray Jesus of Nazareth as narrow- 
minded, vindictive, and even hypocritical. Jesus exhorted peo- 
ple to love their enemies and to pray for their persecutors 
(Matt. 5:44) and never to call others by demeaning or hurtful 
names (Matt. 5:22), yet he called his enemies a “brood of 
snakes” (Matt. 12:34), “sons of vipers” (Matt. 23:33), “blind 
fools” (Matt. 23:17). He called gentiles “dogs” (Matt. 15:26). He 
said he had come to set a man against his father and a daughter 
against her mother (Matt. 10:35). He disowned his own family 
(Matt. 12:46-50), hardly obeying the commandment to “honor 
your parents.” These do not appear to be the words of one 
dedicated to preserving and strengthening the family, as the 
fundamentalist preachers have constantly asserted. 

Are we drawn to a Lord who would destroy a herd of pigs 
and presumably a person’s livelihood in order to exorcise a 
demon (Mark 5:13)? Are we impressed when the one we call 
Lord curses a fig tree because it did not bear fruit out of season 
(Matt. 21:18, 19)? How divine is the message that says for your 
finite failings you will be cast into the outer darkness, where 
there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth (Matt. 25:30)? If the 
Bible is read literally, it must be said that Jesus seems to have 
accepted without question the language of hell employed by his 
religious contemporaries. Is eternal punishment the plan of the 
all-merciful God? Was Jesus mistaken? Was the interpretation 
of Jesus given in these passages, which come primarily from 
Matthew, untrustworthy? 

No matter how this question is resolved, the literal author- 
ity of the Gospels is compromised. Was belief in hell so com- 
mon that Jesus simply reflected the values of his time unques- 
tioningly? Hardly, since the Sadducees did not believe in any 
life after death, either as a reward or punishment. We know 
only that someone was convinced that Jesus did believe and 
teach that eternal punishment in a fiery hell was an appropriate 
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sentence to pronounce on sinners. Is it? I for one do not believe 
it. Am I false to Jesus? False to Jesus’ interpreters? False to 
God? I pray not! 

Jesus is also depicted, especially in the Book of John, as 
being guilty of what we today would surely call antisemitism. 
Indeed, the hatred of the Jews that has been the dark underside 
of Christianity for two thousand years is fed by the pejorative 
attitudes found in the Christian Scriptures and even in the sup- 
posed words of Jesus. It has led to pogroms, ghettos, segre- 
gated housing and clubs, defaced synagogues, Krystallnacht, 
and Dachau. In the name of Jesus, damnation has been pro- 
nounced on those who do not accept Jesus’ messiahship—a 
charge leveled historically by Christians at the Jews. “His blood 
be upon us and upon our children,” Matthew had the Jewish 
crowd say when Pilate sought to set Jesus free. From this 
phrase of Holy Writ the epithet “Christ killer” (Matt. 27:25) has 
been leveled at Jewish people ever since. When John used the 
phrase “The Jews” (John 5:10; 10:19, 24, 31, 33; 19:7, 12, 14, 15) 
instead of “the Jewish leaders,” he fed that corporate guilt that 
bloomed as bigotry and prejudice. John said that the Jewish 
people loved darkness more than light, for their deeds were 
evil (John 3:18-20), and he said the Jews were children of the 
devil, who was the father of lies John 8:39-44). These words 
are hardly designed to build mutual respect. They are, to me, 
repugnant. Yet they are part of the Bible that many Christians 
even today ask me to take literally. 

Paul added to this fuel by suggesting that Jews were pos- 
sessed with “a spirit of stupor” that produced “eyes that should 
not see and ears that should not hear down to this very day” 
(Rom. 11:8). Finally, the history of the church from Tertullian 
and John Chrysostom to Jerome to Augustine to Aquinas to 
Luther to this generation has reflected a killing antisemitism 
that was rooted in the New Testament. Can a book responsible 
for these things be in any literal sense the Word of God to me? 

If Jesus was wrong in fact or in attitude, either Jesus him- 
self or Jesus as viewed through Scripture has been compro- 
mised. Yet Jesus is presented in the Bible as believing that 
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epilepsy is caused by demon possession (Mark 9:14-29). That is 
hardly a viewpoint that any of us would share today. He is 
portrayed as accepting the assumption that deaf muteness re- 
sults from the tying of the tongue by Satan (Matt. 9:32, 33; 
12:22, Luke 11:14). A spirit of infirmity was said by Jesus to 
result from Satan’s binding (Luke 13:11, 16). He seems to have 
accepted the Davidic authorship of the Psalms (Mark 12:36; 
Luke 20:42), an attitude and concept quickly dismissed in the 
circles of biblical scholarship today. Jesus also seems to have 
accepted the theory of Mosaic authorship of the Torah (Mark 
7:10; 10:3; Luke 5:14). 

Yet in the Torah there are two creation stories that vary in 
detail and contradict each other in order (Gen. 1:1-2:4 and Gen. 
2:5ff). These stories cannot be harmonized. Poor Moses contra- 
dicted himself radically in the first two chapters of the Torah. 
He also seemed not to know the nationality of the people to 
whom Joseph's brothers sold Joseph, who took him down to 
Egypt. In one version it was the Ishmaelites (Gen. 37:25), and 
in another version it was the Midianites (Gen. 37:28). They are 
not the same. Moses, as a single author, seems to have been 
quite confused. 

If this were not enough, there are three separate and dis- 
tinct versions of the Ten Commandments in the Torah that 
cannot be reconciled (Exodus 20, Exodus 34, and Deuteronomy 
5). God was portrayed, if one seeks to maintain a literalism 
about Holy Scripture, as terribly inept. He (and it was he) could 
not even get the essence of the divine law clear. In the story of 
Sodom and Gomorrah, God was portrayed as not knowing 
what was going on in those two cities, so he had to send divine 
messengers to bring him a report. This is hardly a portrait of 
divine omniscience. 

If one doesn’t read the Bible constantly, these issues can be 
ignored —lost in ignorance. But if one does read the Bible reg- 
ularly and seriously, these issues are disturbing and unavoid- 
able. They call into question so many of the attitudes upon 
which our faith is built. When these attitudes, based on a literal 
view of Scripture, begin to shake, our faith also shakes, and we 
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either refuse to look again at the Bible and continue our reli- 
gious game of “let’s pretend” or we walk away from this re- 
source for the faith of our fathers and mothers and conclude 
that religion as we know it has lost its power and is dead. If we 
fall into, the former camp, the voices of the television evange- 
lists who traffic in certainty, who claim biblical authority in the 
hope that no one will challenge them, might compel our atten- 
tion and our response. But it will not last. Religious hysteria 
always burns itself out in emptiness. If we are in the latter 
camp, we live in a world of dreadful transcendent emptiness. 
We enter the pathos of a modern poet who suggested that God 
is dead and modern folks gather nightly at the divine grave to 
weep. 

A literal Bible presents me with far more problems than 
assets. It offers me a God I] cannot respect, much less worship; 
a deity whose needs and prejudices are at least as large as my 
own. I meet in the literal understanding of Scripture a God who 
is simply not viable, and what the mind cannot believe the 
heart can finally never adore. 

Is there a truth beyond biblical literalism to which my life 
can be dedicated? Can I find this truth by probing the words of 
the Bible? Or, as many secular critics of religion maintain, has 
time run out on the Judeo-Christian tradition as it did on the 
gods of Olympus? Are those who refer to this age as the “post- 
Christian” era more correct than Christians have cared to be- 
lieve? 

The answers to these questions are not yet clear, but the 
issues are drawn—powerfully and provocatively drawn. There 
is NO way out except to walk into these questions deeper and 
deeper until either there is nothing left or a wondrous new 
meaning begins to dawn. For those who are willing to make 
this journey, the stakes are high. But not to make this journey 
means, in my opinion, certain death to all that we have be- 
lieved. So the task moves on. 
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7. 


The Pre-Scientific 
Assumptions of the Bible 


The Bible is not a scientific textbook. 

Jesus could not have imagined such an idea as Albert 
Einstein’s theory of relativity. The medical understanding 
among biblical writers was the common wisdom of their time 
and place, not remotely close to our understanding of medical 
science. Studies of plant life, animal life, and human life avail- 
able in centuries past were primitive, to say the least. Concepts 
commonplace today in the world of physics, subatomic phys- 
ics, astrophysics, and cosmology would have drawn from Mat- 
thew, Mark, Luke, and John, to say nothing of the author of 
the Book of Genesis, nothing except blank stares of incredulity. 

The fact is that every human experience is interpreted by 
the experiencing person or it is not passed on. It is always 
interpreted within the framework by which that person com- 
prehends what is real. When knowledge expands, it renders 
the interpretive framework of ancient people inadequate, and it 
reveals the ignorance of the past. For people living in one age 
to try to cling to the objective truthfulness of the concepts of 
another age is to participate in a doubtful enterprise. 

Yet a popular television evangelist has written, “The Bible 
is the inerrant ... word of the living God. It is absolutely 
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infallible, without error in all matters pertaining to faith and 
practice, as well as in areas such as geography, science, history, 
etc.”' One can only conclude that this is the statement of one 
who is simply unaware of vast areas of reality that are common 
knowledge to people of this century. 


The Genesis Stories and Science 


The earth is not flat. We now have the empirical proof of 
this fact taken from a spaceship hurtling away from this planet, 
revealing the earth to be an incredibly beautiful sphere of blues 
and whites continuing its lonely path of orbit around the sun. 
That fact alone renders the cosmological assumptions of the 
Bible to be woefully inadequate in understanding this world. 

The earth is also not the center of the universe. That real- 
ization has been alive since the days of Copernicus and Galileo, 
but only since World War II has the study of the universe ex- 
panded so dramatically until it has leaped beyond our ability to 
grasp with our finite minds. Everything written by biblical writ- 
ers about the heavens or the earth assumed that the earth was 
the center of the universe. To the degree that the Bible makes 
these assumptions, the Bible cannot be literal for us. 

Of course these things have been known for years, but the 
task of rethinking the Bible’s story in terms of these new real- 
ities has not been done by many, indeed by most, people. We 
still perpetuate our myths in the daily weather reports on tel- 
evision, where reporters tell us, with straight faces, what time 
the sun will rise and set each day. The sun does not rise. The 
sun does not set. The earth turns on its axis. Our language, 
however, perpetuates our illusions. Perhaps there is an uncon- 
scious conspiracy abroad fueled by the deep sense of human 
anxiety that refuses to allow us to embrace the vastness of 
space and the insignificance and loneliness of this planet, our 
island home. The mythology of the Bible serves that conspiracy. 

In the creation story, in the creeds of Christianity, and in 
countless stories in the biblical drama, a nonoperative, pre- 
scientific, and clearly false view of the world is perpetuated. 
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Those who seek to preserve these biblical understandings have 
to become anti-intellectual or must close off vast portions of 
their thinking processes or twist their brains into a kind of first- 
century pretzel in order to maintain their faith system. It is no 
wonder that they are afraid of knowledge. Their faith security 
system is built on sand. It cannot and will not survive, and they 
have no sense that there is any alternative save despair, death, 
and meaninglessness. This is enough to cause fear to erupt in 
anger. 

Most of us are not aware that there are a number of cre- 
ation accounts in Holy Scripture. The two with which we are 
most familiar open the Book of Genesis. The first account, ac- 
tually thought by biblical scholars to be the newest narrative, 
has a vision of the cosmos that no educated person could today 
assume. For the author of this account, the earth is flat, sur- 
rounded by water on all sides. Water, indeed, is also under- 
neath the dry land, making it possible for human beings to dig 
wells and cisterns in order to release the waters of the deep. 
The sky is a dome over the earth into which a sun has been 
placed to illumine the day as it journeys through the heavens. 
A moon is also hung in that ceiling by God to illumine the 
night, regulate the tides, and help people count the passage of 
time. 

The image we need to embrace, if we wish to understand 
the biblical narrative, is that of a domed stadium, expanded to 
embrace the scope of the earth but self-contained. There was 
water above the sky that fell as rain. There were also stars—tiny 
lights, perhaps candles or maybe even peepholes through 
which the light of heaven could be glimpsed. One of the images 
of heaven was that of eternal day. In our neon and artifici- 
ally lighted society, we moderns have a difficult time embracing 
the meaning of darkness as it was experienced by our ancient 
forebears. Danger lurked in the night from predators and hu- 
man enemies, and in their minds, from ghosts, witches, and 
goblins. 

This fear continues to be present in our language where 
darkness and night are words still used by dramatists to connote 


27 


fear and the need for vigilance. The childhood prayer “If I 
should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take” also 
participates in this ancient meaning of night. Heaven, the realm 
of God, knew no night, and the stars were peepholes into the 
heavenly realm. When moralism and judgment became a major 
part of religious thinking, the stars were looked upon as the 
openings through which an all-seeing deity watched human 
behavior. It was even suggested that if one wanted to mis- 
behave, that person might choose a cloudy night, for under 
those conditions, God could not see as well! From time to time 
in the ancient world, a meteor would plunge to the earth. Our 
forebears called them “falling stars,” and the sense that the sky 
was very near was enhanced by these phenomena, for that 
which could fall to the earth could not be an infinite distance 
away. 

God was thought to live just beyond the sky in the biblical 
understanding, and God was understood after the analogy of 
earthly kings. God was a male, sat on a throne, and lived in a 
heavenly palace. God caused to happen everything that oc- 
curred, so that storms, floods, thunder and lightning were 
thought of quite simply as the expressions of God’s anger and 
the means whereby God punished the real or imagined human 
failings. Sun, seasonal rains, warmth, and even seasonal cold 
were thought to be gestures of God’s beneficence. 

These assumptions are present in the creation story. The 
sky (the heavens) and the earth were created first. They were 
separated by a firmament that was created to keep the waters 
below from the waters above. Then the sun was made to give 
light to the earth by day and the moon to give light by night. 
Then the waters were gathered together so that dry land could 
emerge. Then came the fish, the birds, the animals, and the 
“creeping things,” and finally, when all things were ready, God 
created the man and the woman in the divine image. Then God 
rested on the seventh day to validate the Jewish custom that 
the seventh day was to be a day when all activity ceased so that 
life would have a rhythm and all days would not be a monot- 
onous procession. 
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In the second creation story, thought to be written some 
four hundred to five hundred years earlier, the drama is told 
anew; somewhat differently but with the same cosmological 
assumptions. The language was much more anthropomorphic. 
God molded the man Adam out of the dust of the earth, much 
as a child would make a mud pie. In the first narrative, God 
created by divine fiat—“Let there be,” and there was. Here God 
must actually breathe into Adam the nephesh, the soul, the life- 
giving spirit. One gets the impression in this earlier narrative of 
God giving to Adam artificial respiration so that the breath of 
life, the divine life, now rested in the human creature. 

This second story was also cast in a heavy patriarchal mold. 
The man was created first, in the image of God. Then the an- 
imals were created, one by one, in a vain divine attempt to 
make a fit partner for the man. None satisfied, but the man 
named them each in turn—cow, horse, cat, sheep—unitil all the 
species that Noah later was to save were in existence. Then in 
one final divine gesture, God created out of the man, and spe- 
cifically not in God’s image, the woman to be the man’s 
helpmate. Neither the scientific nor cultural suppositions of 
these creation narratives are accepted, believed, or acted upon 
by people in this century. 

This same view of the created order also underlay the story 
of the great flood and Noah. Most people remember that nar- 
rative only in terms of rain for forty days and forty nights, but 
a careful reading of the biblical text will reveal that it was the 
fountains underneath the dry land, accompanied by the rain, 
that brought about the flood. The separation of the waters in 
the heavens from the waters of the earth, which had been the 
primary act of creation, was allowed to be undone. “On that 
day all the fountains of the great deep burst forth and the win- 
dows of the heavens were opened” (Gen. 7:11). 

The literal account in the Bible says that the waters covered 
the whole earth. “And the waters prevailed so mightily upon 
the earth that all the high mountains under the whole heaven 
were covered; the waters prevailed above the mountains, cov- 
ering them fifteen cubits deep” (Gen. 7:19, 20). A cubit is an 
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ancient unit of length varying from eighteen inches to some- 
times twenty-one inches, or more. The Himalayan mountains 
soar to 28,028 feet in Mount Everest. For the flood story to be 
literally true, water more than five miles deep would have had 
to cover the earth. Since the earth is round, not flat, the water 
could not simply fall off the edges so that dry land could ap- 
pear. If the polar ice cap melted, it might place coastal cities 
under water, but a five-mile depth of water covering the entire 
earth is more water than any of us could imagine. It is also 
a quantity that could not ever be absorbed by the earth. A 
universal flood that covered the whole earth to the depth of 
fifteen cubits is not a fact of human history. It exists only in our 
mythology. 

In the Book of Joshua, this view of the cosmos once again 
was operative when Joshua ordered the sun to stand still in the 
sky so that the slaughter of the Amorites by the Israelites might 
continue to occur without the interruption of nightfall (Josh. 
10:12, 13). Ignoring the rather dubious reason for such a miracle 
and the tribal hostility that made Israel assume that the killing 
of the Amorites was God’s holy cause as well as theirs, this 
account is still not something our modern minds can accept. 
The sun cannot be ordered to stop, for it is not journeying 
through our sky. Rather, the earth is turning on its axis. If, out 
of an inadequate cosmological knowledge, Joshua really caused 
the earth to cease turning, the gravitational effects would have 
destroyed this planet forever. From every side, this story is 
based upon pre-scientific conclusions that are today believed by 
no one. 

It gets a bit stickier and far more emotional when these 
observations are applied to events in the life of Jesus. However, 
the fact remains that a literal, physical understanding of Jesus’ 
ascension is also open to serious questions, for the same rea- 
sons. The ascension story, as Luke tells it in the Book of Acts, 
assumes a flat earth covered by a domed ceiling beyond which 
heaven exists and God dwells. Jesus rises in order to enter the 
keyhole in the sky to be enthroned at the right hand of God. 
But in a space age, rising from this earth into the sky does not 
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result in achieving heaven. It might only result in achieving 
orbit. The image of Jesus in eternal orbit with white tunic flying 
in the breeze does nothing for my spiritual understanding and 
trivializes the deeper meaning of the biblical story. 

Luke did not comprehend the vastness of space. No one in 
his day did. He could not have imagined space travel. Under 
the popularizing influence of astrophysicist Carl Sagan, we can 
now put the ascension into a new physiological context that 
reveals the inadequacy of biblical literalism. If Jesus ascended 
physically into the sky, and if he rose as rapidly as the speed 
of light (186,000 miles per second), he would not yet have 
reached the edges of our own galaxy. There are more stars in 
our single galaxy than there are human beings who have ever 
lived on the face of this earth in all of its history. There are 
more galaxies in our universe than there are stars in our single 
galaxy. Our galaxy is only one of billions and billions of galaxies 
in the universe. Space is incomprehensibly vast. The cosmology 
of the Bible is incredibly limited in terms of the knowledge 
available to us today. 


The Imperative to Reinterpret 


We could cite other biblical passages that reflect a pre- 
scientific attitude toward the world or the universe. There is the 
account of the wandering star in Matthew’s birth narrative, or 
the view of Sheol in the center of the earth as found in nu- 
merous places (Gen. 37:35; Num. 16:30; Isa. 7:11; Amos 9:2). 
But the point is made; only the implications have not yet been 
fully drawn. As those implications begin to invade our con- 
sciousness, we realize that we have all assumed a biblical lit- 
eralism in the construction of our theological understandings of 
God, Jesus, and salvation. Unless theological truth can be sep- 
arated from pre-scientific understandings and rethought in 
ways consistent with our understanding of reality, the Chris- 
tian faith will be reduced to one more ancient mythology that 
will take its place alongside the religions of Mount Olympus. 
Those who insist on biblical literalism thus become unwitting 
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accomplices in bringing about the death of the Christianity they 
so deeply love. Ironic though it may seem, the success of fun- 
damentalism in many ways guarantees the death of the very 
things these Christian folk affirm. 

At the very least, those who want to be Christians in the 
twenty-first century must embrace this data. Geologists esti- 
mate today that the age of the earth is between four and five 
billion years. This means that the earth existed for more than 99 
percent of its physical history to date before human life ap- 
peared. If human life was the purpose for the earth’s creation, 
it certainly took a while for it to appear. This earth may well 
exist for billions of years beyond the age of the mammals, in- 
cluding human life. It is thus hard to argue that human life is 
the sole, or even primary, purpose for which creation occurred. 

Far from being the center of the universe, we now are 
aware that our tiny planet is insignificant in size and in the 
scope of the universe. Suddenly the ancient myth of crea- 
tion, together with all those biblical stories that assume its 
worldview, have no geological or astrophysical meaning. God, 
thought once to be so intimately near that God could actually 
walk with Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden in the cool of 
the day (Genesis 3), is now increasingly perceived in distant, 
impersonal terms. The traumas of nature, even hurricanes and 
tornadoes, droughts and floods, are explained apart from any 
divine reference. The God living just above the sky who would 
intervene in the life of this world to effect a cure, save a nation, 
or deliver one from peril is no longer a certain deity to those 
who embrace the knowledge available in this century. If there 
is no other way to think about God, many will be forced to 
acknowledge that the God who was once a major actor in so 
much of our recorded history has simply been lost in the new 
insights of this century. No appeal to an inerrant Bible will 
bring back such a limited deity. 

The issue in the creation story and in the Bible as a whole 
is not evolution versus creationism, aS many conservative 
Christians like to maintain. This irrelevant issue only scratches 
the surface of the problem. The real issue is that the supposi- 
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tions that underlie the Bible are today held by no one, not even 
those who define themselves as “Bible believing Christians.” 
Their value is only historic. The Bible relates to us the way our 
ancient forebears understood and interpreted their world, 
made sense out of life, and thought about God. Our task is the 
same as theirs. We must interpret our world in the light of our 
knowledge and suppositions. 

We must, as they sought to do, make sense out of life in 
terms of our understanding of meaning and values. We must 
think about God in the light of our perceptions of divinity. The 
Bible becomes not a literal road map to reality but a historic 
narrative of the journey our religious forebears made in the 
eternal human quest to understand life, the world, themselves, 
and God. We walk in their company as fellow pilgrims. We 
affirm some of the values they affirmed. 

We call life good. We look for and find meaning and di- 
vinity, not always so much in an external God as in the very 
depths of our humanity, but it is divinity nonetheless. We dis- 
cover transcending spirit within ourselves. We explore the 
enormous range of our consciousness looking for ways to leap 
our barriers in every direction. We seek to penetrate the life 
experience of animals. We delve into the limitations of our own 
brains. We look for hints that might free us from our limits— 
mind-altering drugs, hypnotic explorations into some previous 
incarnations, the possibility of finding and communicating with 
other forms of intelligent life in the universe. We have in our 
space probes learned to escape the effects of gravity and to 
experience weightlessness. The possibility of colonizing an- 
other planet is discussed today as a reality, albeit farfetched but 
definitely not science fiction. We have come to the dawning 
realization that God might not be separate from us but rather 
deep within us. The sense of God as the sum of all that is, plus 
something more, grows in acceptability. When theologians are 
pressed, however, to define that something more, the inadequacy 
of language becomes gallingly apparent. 

We modern Christians grapple with these ideas as we jour- 
ney through our life in our time. On that journey, we read the 
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Scriptures but not for their historic accuracy so much as to be 
able to receive and enter into the experience of those who jour- 
neyed before us. Like them, we explore the human capacity to 
discover meaning, community, and deity. As with the fine 
knife of a skilled surgeon or perhaps even a laser beam of cut- 
ting light, we can separate in the myths of the past, the truth, 
from the containers of that truth, and to that truth we can still 
pledge allegiance. It is not easy. 

We say that God created human life to be good. But the 
assumption in our religious tradition is that this human life was 
created in a perfected, recognizably Homo sapien form. Our 
myth does not accommodate itself to a period of time of some 
one and a half million years in which the barrier between hu- 
man and nonhuman or subhuman was indistinct. If only hu- 
man beings have souls, as the church has taught, one must be 
able to say when humanity became human and was infused 
with its divine and eternal soul. Without an instantaneous cre- 
ation, that becomes quite problematic. Is Homo erectus human? 
Or is that human definition to be reserved only for Homo 
sapiens? If so, at what stage in the development of Homo 
sapiens? Language appears to be no more than thirty-five thou- 
sand to fifty thousand years old. If biologists cannot pinpoint 
the moment at which Homo erectus became Homo sapiens, 
except to say that it occurred over a period of one and a half 
million years, can theologians dare to be more specific? 

On what real basis do we suggest that the creation began 
good and then fell into sin? Where is the evidence? Did the 
animal nature in us that drives us to survive, reproduce, satisfy 
the basic needs for food, water, and procreation, which formed 
our values, suddenly become evil? Was it not always there and 
would we have survived without it? Did these ancient and ba- 
sic urges come into existence only in “the fall”? Or is it not 
more accurate to say that they were part of creation itself and 
in time had to submit to the civilizing influences first of life in 
the clan, then in the tribe, then in the nation, and finally today 
in our vastly interdependent world? Are not the human qual- 
ities we now call selfishness or self-centeredness the result of 
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the drive to survive far more than of the fall into sin? Do not 
those very qualities that once served our need to survive now 
threaten to annihilate us as we struggle to be the keeper of our 
brothers and sisters in a shrinking, overpopulated world that 
can no longer absorb the garbage we selfish Homo sapiens cre- 
ate in our quest for individual pleasure? 

If the “fall of man,” as the traditional Christians like to 
describe the story of sin entering human life in the Garden of 
Eden, no longer makes sense, the traditional way of under- 
standing the Christ story also sinks into a sea of inadequacy. 
For the Christ has been portrayed as the divine rescuer—sent to 
save the fallen human creature from sin and to restore that 
creature to the goodness of his or her pre-fall creation. Again 
and again we discover painfully that our central Christian 
affirmations make assumptions based upon a literalized view of 
the biblical narrative that are no longer believable. Hence when 
we cast light on those assumptions, they fall apart. They are 
not based on a reality we can grasp or believe. The Christian 
church, if unwilling to rethink and reformulate the very basic 
understandings of its faith, will increasingly not have much to 
say to a world that will understand neither our language nor 
our symbols. The Christian church is living now on the basis of 
capital from the past; traditional patterns of thought that have 
not yet been challenged sufficiently in the minds of the masses. 
That will not long endure. 

The only churches that grow today are those that do not, 
in fact, understand the issues and can therefore traffic in cer- 
tainty. They represent both the fundamentalistic Protestant 
groups and the rigidly controlled conservative Catholic tradi- 
tions. The churches that do attempt to interact with the emerg- 
ing world are for the most part the liberal Protestant mainline 
churches that shrink every day in membership and the silent 
liberal Catholic minority that attracts very few adherents. Both 
are, almost by definition, fuzzy, imprecise, and relatively 
unappealing. They might claim to be honest, but for the 
most part they have no real message. They tinker with words, 
redefine concepts, and retreat slowly behind the rear guard 
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protection of a few pseudoradical thinkers. I have sought to live 
in this arena. It shrinks daily. In contradistinction to this liberal 
wing are the conservatives, who seem to be expending all of 
their meager energy on the hopeless task of doing a facelift 
on the corpse of the traditional Christian religion, employing 
images ‘that have lost their meaning. They, too, will ulti- 
mately fail. 

No one seems yet ready to invest the energy that will be 
required to engage the task of reformulating the Christ story for 
our day if, indeed, it can be reformulated. Yet that alone, in my 
opinion, is the pathway to a living Christianity and a living 
Christ. Until the choices before us are clear, the path ahead will 
not be apparent. 

Dismissing the pre-scientific assumptions in which the bib- 
lical narrative is captive is a necessary first step. I invite my 
readers to take that step and to let everything built upon those 
assumptions fall with them. It will not be easy for believers, but 
even this level of religious vulnerability is not the only problem 
we face, as the next chapters will reveal. 
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The Formation 
of the Sacred Story 


The biblical writers had no sense at all of the sweep of 
historic times, nor did they have any concept even of the size 
of the earth. They did not know that there was a China or that 
the “new world” populated by tribes of people, all of whom 
would mistakenly become known as Indians, existed. 

There was for the writers of Scripture no communication 
system beyond word of mouth. There were no newspapers, 
television sets, or radios. Events were recorded not on film for 
future viewing, but only in the memory of the observer. When 
the observer passed the news on, it was filtered through sub- 
ject after subject until it was either forgotten or took its place in 
the tribal folklore to be repeated generation after generation. 

We need to be reminded that even in this modern world 
with its technological genius, there is still no such thing as 
“objective” history. Our view of history is shaped by our own 
national interests, by those who have the power to make their 
view of life the standard view, and by those who have won the 
wars. If this is so for us, how much less would objectivity be 
served in the ancient world with its narrow focus, its limited 
embrace of reality, its pre-scientific mind-set of miracle and 
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magic, and by its nationalistic tribal understandings of deity 
itself. 

Despite these realities, many of the Christian people of the 
world are still taught that the Bible is inerrant or in a literal 
sense “the word of God.” This conclusion continues to have 
power and is, in my opinion, one of the primary reasons why 
educated young adults find themselves abandoning organized 
religion in droves. Adding piety to ignorance does not temper 
the ignorance, no matter how real and beautiful the piety. 

In this chapter I want to place the biblical narrative into a 
frame of reference that will enable my readers to embrace the 
reality of time and see what that reality does to ancient religious 
claims, as well as the possibilities it creates for new biblical 
insight. 


History According to Science and According to the Bible 


For years the church taught that creation itself could be 
dated in the year 4004 B.c.z. (before the common era). An 
Irish prelate named Bishop James Ussher painstakingly went 
through the Bible in the seventeenth century, counting the ages 
attributed to various persons in order to arrive at this date. 
Even before Bishop Ussher had been quite so specific, the gen- 
eral consensus located the beginning of time somewhere after 
6000 B.c.e. Our ancient forebears did not know about the Ice 
Age, Neanderthal man (and woman), or the cave dwellers of 
antiquity. Every child in every school today learns about pre- 
historic people that run our dates back at least twenty-five 
thousand to fifty thousand years. 

Geological evidence today indicates that this planet earth is 
between four and five billion years old. Life itself seems to have 
come into existence about three and a half billion years ago in 
the sea, where it continued to develop until it was ready to 
leave the watery depths of its first womb. Somewhere around 
450 million years ago that life climbed out of the sea in primitive 
amphibian forms. One hundred million years ago the reptiles 
ruled the earth, with dinosaurs being the dominant reptile. 
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When the dinosaurs were destroyed, the way was opened for 
mammals to inherit the earth, where they have now been dom- 
inant for about sixty million years. Somewhere between five 
hundred thousand and two million years ago, Homo sapiens 
came into being, probably in the grasslands of east Africa or in 
the area of southeast Asia, including what are now the islands 
of Indonesia but in that ancient time were still connected by 
land with what we now call Vietnam, Cambodia, Thailand, and 
the Malaysian peninsula.’ 

If the beginning of the Judeo-Christian faith can be docu- 
mented in history, the story of the call of Abraham would stand 
for that moment. Abraham and his wife, Sarah, according to 
the Hebrew folktale, responded to the call of God to leave Ur 
of the Chaldees to journey out into the unknown to a strange 
land in a foreign place and there to build a great nation. Abra- 
ham was to be the new nation’s father. (In a patriarchal age, 
nations did not seem to have mothers.) His descendants were 
to be more numerous than the sands of the sea or the stars in 
the sky, figures of speech designed to represent an infinite 
number, which, of course, Israel never achieved. 

If Abraham was a real person in history, or even if a kernel 
of historic truth lies at the core of the Abraham saga, he is 
dated by most historians somewhere in the nineteenth century 
B.c.E. The biblical portrait of Abraham depicts him as a nomad 
who lived in a tent, kept great flocks, had many servants, 
wives, and children, and as one who roamed the wilderness so 
that his flocks could find adequate pasture. 

There are two things to note about Abraham. First, if we 
accept the latest date put forward by anthropologists concern- 
ing the emergence of Homo sapiens of 500,000 years ago, Abra- 
ham is placed into that time frame about 496,000 years after the 
first human being arrived on this planet. This means that if 
Abraham is the starting point for our faith story, human beings 
were on this earth 496,000 years before our faith story was 
born. Can one realize this and still claim that ultimate saving 
truth resides only in our understanding of God? Would it 
not be a strange God who would leave human beings with no 
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saving revelation of the Divine One for all but .8 percent of 
human history? The presumption of those who make such a 
claim for the infallibility of their version of truth is awesome. 

The second noteworthy fact to consider is that biblical 
scholarship today seems to indicate that the earliest continuous 
written material contained in what we call the Old Testament is 
no earlier than the tenth century B.c.e. This does not preclude 
the presence in these continuous narratives of material that in 
isolated forms is much earlier. If this date is right, Abraham 
existed in solely word-of-mouth narration for some eight hun- 
dred to nine hundred years before stories about him achieved 
written form. For eight hundred to nine hundred years, the 
only things anyone knew about Abraham were passed on 
around camp fires from generation to generation. Who, know- 
ing this, is willing to support the claim of inerrancy for a nine- 
hundred-year-old oral tradition? 

In the Abrahamic saga, we are told that Sarah conceived 
despite the fact that she was ninety years of age (Gen. 17:17); 
that Abraham actually drew a knife to slay his own son (Gen- 
esis 22); that God rained fire and brimstone upon Sodom and 
Gomorrah (Gen. 19:24-25); and that Lot’s wife, because she 
looked back at Sodom, was turned into a pillar of salt (Gen. 
19:26). Can these narratives be literal truth? 

If we could assume for a moment the truth of the Mosaic 
authorship of the Torah, we would still have to face a time gap 
between Moses and Abraham of 400 to 550 years. The earliest 
date I have ever seen for Moses is 1400 8.c.e. Most scholars, 
however, date Moses around 1250 b.c.ze. Even assuming a 
higher quality of oral transmission among ancient people than 
is the case in our technological society, how much confidence 
does one want to place in the inerrant quality of a story passed 
on only in spoken form from person to person for even 400 
years? 

The consensus of Bible scholars locates the earliest written 
Old Testament material in or around Jerusalem and dates it 
shortly after the death of King David (ca. 960 B.c.e.). If this is 
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true, then even the escapades of Moses and the words of the 
Torah, the Jewish law, did not achieve written form until at 
least three hundred years after the death of Moses. The Torah 
as presented in the first five books of the Bible could thus 
hardly be material that Moses received directly from God at 
Mount Sinai. Yet this Hebrew tradition still feeds a lively Chris- 
tian fundamentalism. 

This means that even the historic Moses himself is lost in 
the darker recesses of historic memory and that the biblical 
image we have of Moses has been significantly tempered by the 
history of a much later time. Was Moses an Egyptian? His name 
certainly was. Mose was the Egyptian word for child. Most of 
his religious ideas can be linked with the dawning universalism 
of a most unusual pharaoh named Amenhotep IV, who ruled 
Egypt from 1375 to 1358 3.c.e. and who later changed his name 
to Ikhnaton. Yet some of the ideas attributed to Moses are any- 
thing but universal, caught as they are in tribal patterns.* Were 
there really two persons who have been subsumed under the 
name Moses in the memory of Israel? Was the God of the orig- 
inal Moses a broad God whose ideas gave rise to approaching 
universality while the God of the second Moses was a tribal 
deity who embodied the prejudices of his people? Could this 
explanation account for the tension between the lofty idea that 
“God is creator of all and all are in God’s image” and the bar- 
baric orders to “kill every man, woman and child of the 
Amalekites,” both of which are said to emanate from the God 
of Moses?° 

Is the story about Moses needing someone to speak for 
him, which resulted in bringing one identified as Aaron the 
brother of Moses into the drama, a vestigial remnant of the 
memory that Moses was a foreigner, perhaps an Egyptian, who 
did not speak Hebrew? Was the original Moses killed in the 
wilderness in one of the many rebellions against this leader that 
the biblical narrative speaks of? And was he then replaced with 
a Hebrew whose warlike tribal experience reflected a God who 
was conceived of as a warlike tribal deity? In time were these 
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two figures merged into a single person with a continuous, 
although not always compatible, narrative in the folklore 
around the camp fires? 

Is not the story of the crossing of the Jordan River, which 
is so repetitive of the story of the crossing of the Red Sea, but 
one illustration of how two separate traditions around two sep- 
arate people got merged in the corporate memory? Who were 
the Levites? How did a priestly tribe emerge? Were they also 
connected to the original Moses as a priestly group whose roots 
were likewise Egyptian? Are they the ones who kept the orig- 
inal Egyptian Moses and his ideas alive in Israel so that they 
could challenge year after year and generation after generation 
the narrow, angry tribal deity that dominates the pages of He- 
brew Scriptures? Did the prophetic movement rise out of the 
Levitical heritage? 

These are just a few of the issues that scholars raise about 
this hazy period of Israel’s prewritten history. Obviously these 
are difficult possibilities to entertain if the Bible must be re- 
garded as literally true. 

There is also a strong possibility that Abraham, Isaac, and 
jacob, far from being the founding ancestors of Israel, were in 
fact Canaanite holy men, connected with the religious shrines 
at Hebron, Beersheba, and Bethel. Did the marauding Hebrews 
simply take over these shrines and their stories, adapt them to 
Israel’s history, link these patriarchal figures together as father, 
son, and grandson and then use them to legitimize their inva- 
sion and conquest of Canaan? From the Canaanite point of 
view, the claim that God had promised Canaanite lands to the 
forefathers of the Israelite people some five hundred years earli- 
er must have had a strange sound. It was in Israel’s political 
vested interest, then, to claim ancestors associated with three 
Canaanite holy places and to show how the Hebrew people left 
this area for Egypt to avoid famine only to fall into the oppres- 
sion of slavery from which they now escaped to reclaim their 
ancestral lands. 

Every nation justifies the violence of its aggressive foreign 
policy with self-serving rationales. Israel was no different, but 
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can such a tale be called the “inerrant word of God”? Can these 
words be treated as literal truth? 


The Making of the Hebrew Scriptures 


The prevailing point of view among biblical scholars re- 
garding the way the Hebrew Scriptures came to be written still 
revolves around the four-document theory originally proposed 
by the Graf-Wellhausen school of biblical scholars in the nine- 
teenth century. That theory brought into biblical scholarship 
the familiar symbols of J (Y), E, D, and P. These symbols stand 
for the separate strands of biblical narration (Yahwist, Elohist, 
Deuteronomic, and Priestly), each with its own agenda that 
later came to be merged into the one continuous biblical nar- 
rative. Although this theory is constantly being modified as 
knowledge expands in biblical research, it nonetheless contin- 
ues to be affirmed almost incontrovertibly in its broad sweep. 
The tragedy is that the typical woman or man in the pew has 
not been introduced to these insights, whether in a refined 
form or not. If the Bible is so important to us, it seems essential 
that we understand how it came to be written. It did not drop 
from heaven in a complete and final form, written in Elizabe- 
than English. I will offer here a brief explanation of these four 
sources of the Hebrew Scriptures and illustrate their influence. 


The Yahwist 


The source theory concludes that at some point, probably 
during the early years of the reign of Solomon in Jerusalem 
(960-920 B.c.£.), an unknown person took pen in hand to write 
an epic story about how this Jewish nation came into being. 
The result was the first narrative history of Israel—a sort of 
Hebrew Iliad. It was a story that reflected what is surely a fact 
of history, that some portion of this now-mighty nation enjoy- 
ing the opulence and wealth of the Solomonic years had its 
origin in slavery in the land of Egypt. The Jews had once been 
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weak and powerless, but by the hand of their God they had 
been built into being a powerful nation. 

This writer called God by the name of Yahweh in this nar- 
rative, and for this reason, ‘the narrative itself is referred to as 
the Yahwist document. No personal detail of the life of this 
anonymous author is known to us today. The assumption is 
that he was a male because women were not educated in that 
era to read or write. His work had been lost for centuries de- 
spite the fact that for all of those years it had been read as part 
of the Hebrew Scriptures. When the Yahwist document was 
finally identified and isolated by German scholars, it was lifted 
out of its hiding place where it had been preserved —buried 
inside the biblical text itself. 

The Yahwist writer recorded the genius of Israel and made 
that genius normative for the future of the Hebrews. The 
Yahwist document opens with what is now the second creation 
story (Gen. 2:4b-4:26) and moves through the sagas of Noah, 
Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph until it culminates in the 
account of Moses, who is this writer’s great hero. Each of these 
stories has been impacted from other sources but under the 
scrutiny of the biblical scholars the Y material begins to stand 
in clear relief. It is fresh, colorful, and full of power; clearly the 
work of a single great mind. He does not whitewash his heroes. 
He calls Abraham a liar (Gen. 20:1ff), tells the story of Noah’s 
drunkenness (Gen. 9:20), and relates the account of Lot’s incest 
(Gen. 19:30-36). | 

The Yahwist’s purpose in telling his story is easy to discern. 
He chronicles a history of his people from slavery to the es- 
tablishment of a great nation and then argues powerfully that 
the slave heritage of Israel was an accident of their history. 
Behind their slavery the Hebrews were free, noble, and rich. 
They are a people of promise in whose life Yahweh is con- 
stantly intervening to make good the divine word. 

The Yahwist writer asserted that Yahweh was the only di- 
vine power at work in the universe. The seeds of a crude mon- 
otheism are clearly present. This God created the heavens, the 
earth, the plants, the herbs, the male, the animals, and the 
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woman (Gen. 2:4-25). Since Adam and Eve were thought to be 
the primeval parents of all humanity, this single God was the 
only God and must ultimately be the God of all nations. 

Yet this universal God was very humanlike. Not only did 
God mold the man out of the dust of the earth (Gen. 2:7) and 
breathe into that creature the divine nepliesh, or spirit, but God 
also planted a garden (Gen. 2:8) and took walks in that garden 
in the cool of the evening (Gen. 3:8). God called to Adam when 
Adam could not be found, as if the Divine One were limited 
and as if the human creature could successfully hide from this 
limited deity (Gen. 3:9). God made the woman by a process of 
trial and error in the attempt to create an adequate partner for 
the male (Gen. 2:18-23). Even after the sin of disobedience, 
Yahweh clothed the first family (Gen. 3:21). 

For the Yahwist writer, the human and the entire created 
order were inexorably bound up together. All things were 
touched and brought into ruin by human weakness. He was 
also a writer whose narrative gave answers to the questions of 
ancient people: Why has the human being been given domin- 
ion over the animals? Why do human beings use language, 
have religion, and wear clothing? Why do briars and thorns 
grow in cultivated areas? Why do seasons return and different 
tribes speak different languages? Why are there rainbows? 

As the human family grew, the Yahwist writer, recognizing 
a distant kinship, told of how the other nations of the earth 
came into being. The Ammonites and the Moabites came 
through Lot’s incestuous relationship with his daughters (Gen. 
19:30-38). The Arabs were descended from Ishmael, Abraham’s 
first son born to Hagar, the Egyptian slave woman (Gen. 21:8- 
21), and the Edomites were the children of Esau, Isaac’s first- 
born son who sold his birthright to his twin brother, Jacob 
(Gen. 25:29-34; Genesis 27; Gen. 36:1). Even when the Yahwist 
writer narrowed his story to Israel, he still portrayed God as 
interested in all humanity. All nations are to be blessed through 
Abraham (Gen. 12:3). It was a remarkable view to hold in the 
tenth century before the common era and represents part of the 
genius of Israel. 
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The Yahwist writer viewed his nation from the vantage 
point of the province of Judah. The monarchy and the temple 
at Jerusalem were the twin authorities for him. He saw the king 
and the priest as God’s anointed and suggested that they ruled 
by divine right. Rebellion against the royal family or the temple 
worship was rebellion against God and was, therefore, not al- 
lowable. So the Yahwist writer extolled the monarchy and the 
temple and established the lines of authority to be from God to 
the hierarchical leaders and only then to the people. The people 
related to God by supporting God’s chosen ones. Even Moses 
was portrayed by this writer as chosen by God and sent to the 
people as God’s emissary (Exod. 3:1ff). 

Thus the first strand of Israel’s written history was royalist, 
hierarchical, and strongly supportive of the institutions of mon- 
archy and priesthood as they were being lived out in Jerusalem 
in the tenth century s.c.z. It needs to be noted that in the 
Yahwist version of the Ten Commandments (Exodus 34), there 
is no reference to God having rested on the seventh-day as the 
justification for the observance of Sabbath. The reason for this 
omission is Obvious to biblical scholars because the seven-day 
creation story of Genesis 1:1-2:4 had not yet been written. It 
was a much later work of art. 

Around the year 920 B.c.£., following the death of Solomon, 
there was a rebellion and a civil war in the Hebrew nation, and 
the land was split into a northern kingdom, called Israel, and 
a southern kingdom, called Judah. In the south, the Jerusalem 
temple and the royal house of David continued to be the dom- 
inant institutions. But in the north, rebellion against both in- 
stitutions had to be justified, and a new form of “church and 
state” relationship had to be designed. These realities found 
expression in a new version of Jewish history that was to be the 
product of the northern kingdom. 


The Elohist 


Somewhere near the year 850 8.c.£. another court histor- 
ian—this one not in Jerusalem but in Samaria—began to put 
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together another story of Israel’s life, another interpretation of 
its history. This story reflected the value system alive in the 
northern kingdom—a value system that was antidynastic and 
antiking. It suggested that God made the original covenant not 
with the leaders or Moses or the royal family but with the peo- 
ple, who then chose their leaders and empowered them. For 
this reason no priest, leader, or king could claim permanent 
status over God’s people. The power the people gave their 
leaders could be withdrawn by the givers if the leaders failed to 
be sensitive to the people’s needs. This was the budding of 
democracy and helped the people of the north to justify the 
rebellion against Solomon’s son Rehoboam and the resulting 
creation of a new state that had neither a temple nor a sus- 
taining royal family. 

This document called God by the name Elohim and for this 
reason is known as the “Elohist” document. It forms the second 
major written narrative in what is now known as the Old Tes- 
tament. The author of this document is likewise unknown, but 
he was obviously a citizen of the northern kingdom and was 
possibly a priest associated with the sacred shrine of Bethel. 
His work is also an epic and qualifies to be called the Hebrew 
Odyssey. It is a tale full of romance and emotion. 

This author gives the northern kingdom's version of many 
of the stories in the Yahwist document. He is somewhat more 
provincial, less sweeping, and more nationalistic. He began this 
tale not with creation but with Abraham, whom he identified 
with eastern Bedouins rather than with Ur of the Chaldees. But 
Abraham was not his hero. He did dwell on the story of the 
near sacrifice of Isaac, an Elohist masterpiece, but he passed 
Isaac quickly to get to Jacob, who was the focus of his tale. 

Under the skillful pen of this author, Jacob emerged as a 
flesh-and-blood figure whose life was chronicled in intimate 
detail. He was the chosen one, elected over his older brother 
to receive Isaac’s blessing (Gen. 27:1ff). He dreamed of ladders 
to heaven (Gen. 28:10-17) and wrestled with an angel (Gen. 
32:22-32). He went to his uncle Laban, fell in love with Laban’s 
daughter Rachel, worked seven years to gain her hand in 


47 


marriage only to be tricked into marrying Rachel’s older sister, 
Leah (Gen. 29:15ff). Leah, the mother of Judah, the dominant 
tribe in the southern kingdom, was described in very deroga- 
tory terms (“Leah’s eyes were weak” Gen. 29:17), while Rachel, 
the grandmother of Ephraim, the dominant tribe in the north- 
ern kingdom, was flattered constantly, “Rachel was beautiful 
and lovely” (Gen. 29:17). 

Joseph, Rachel’s son and Ephraim’s father, was the favorite 
son of his father Jacob (Gen. 37:3) and the recipient of a long 
robe with sleeves that was thought of as possessing many col- 
ors (Gen. 37:3). He was also the bearer of his brothers’ abuse 
(Gen. 37:20ff), the source of their salvation in Egypt (Gen. 42), 
and the reason the Hebrews went to Egypt to live (Gen. 47). 
They went as noble people, and at the invitation of the Pharaoh 
they took up residence in Egypt in the land of Goshen. In time, 
however, they fell into slavery when a pharaoh arose who “did 
not know Joseph” (Exod. 1:8). 

Was this accurate history? No. Like all history, it was in- 
termingled with the values of those who created it. It was an 
attempt to explain the history of the present moment by shap- 
ing the folklore of a past that could have been at least one 
thousand years earlier. It contained kernels of history, but little 
more. Certainly it could not be literalized. It suggested that 
perhaps the division among the Hebrew people that broke into 
civil war in 920 B.c.E. was a division that had always existed. 
Perhaps the original Moses led only the Joseph tribes out of 
slavery, and at a place called Kadesh they entered into an al- 
liance with the Leah tribes, the dominant one of which was 
called the tribe of Judah. The Leah tribes were semitic people, 
but they had never known slavery. These two groups then 
formed an alliance based on their common ethnic kinship and 
sought to build a single nation. In time the history and folklore 
of both groups blended into a unified story and folklore. The 
story of Jacob having two wives accounted for both their sense 
of kinship and their separateness. Together the two groups 
conquered Canaan under Joshua, who was also a hero to the 
Elohist writer. 
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The people then divided up the land—Ephraim dominating 
the north, Judah dominating the south, until the alliance fell 
apart years later. Some of the Hebrew people intermarried with 
the Canaanites, and this was recognized and explained in the 
folklore by giving Jacob not only Leah and Rachel as his wives, 
but also a maidservant of Leah’s named Zilpah (Gen. 30:9) and 
a maidservant of Rachel’s named Bilhah (Gen. 30:7) by whom 
Jacob could produce the half-breed children who made up part 
of the nation. 

Over and over the Elohist writer identified the patriarchal 
heroes Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob with the shrines of Hebron, 
Beersheba, and Bethel, respectively. At this moment in history, 
the northern kingdom had to resist the allure of Jerusalem, and 
they did so by heightening the power of the northern king- 
dom’s religious shrines so that its people would not yearn for 
the holy places of Jerusalem. 

The Elohist writer may have been familiar with some as- 
pects of the Yahwist document but, time after time, he blunted 
its Judean emphasis to allow the glory of the northern kingdom 
to be seen. He used dreams to convey God’s power in his 
drama. Jacob, Joseph, Pharaoh, and Samuel all dream in the 
Elohist material. Most of the miracle and magic of the plague 
stories in Egypt are Elohist material. This writer had God es- 
tablish the covenant with the people first. The people then 
made Moses their mediator. In the Elohist material, the people 
participated in the covenant, whereas in the Yahwist material, 
bounds were set around the holy mountain to prevent the pro- 
faning of the holy place by the people. From the Elohist writer 
we receive the version of the Ten Commandments with which 
we are most familiar. In the Elohist version, the covenant was 
sealed when Moses sprinkled blood on all the people (Exod. 
24:8), which differs substantially from the Yahwist account, 
which had the covenant sealed only by Moses, Aaron, two 
priests, and seventy elders, who climbed the mountain, had a 
heavenly vision, and ate the sacramental meal (Exod. 24:9-11). 
The Elohist writer built up Moses but said rather pointedly that 
there had not since arisen a prophet in Israel like Moses. There 
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was to be no dynasty. God would raise up prophets as God 
needed them. Hosea and Amos, for example, were to rise from 
the northern kingdom. 

When Samaria, the capital of the northern kingdom, fell to 
the Assyrians in 721 s.c.z., the people were carried into exile 
and eventually were amalgamated into the general population 
of that foreign land. But some citizens of the northern kingdom 
did manage to escape captivity and to rescue the Elohist doc- 
ument by taking it to Jerusalem, where, in time, it was blended 
into the Yahwist narrative, so that this second step in the for- 
mation of the Hebrew Scriptures was accomplished near the 
turn of the eighth century B.c.z. So many of the textual con- 
tradictions present in the Old Testament result from the fact 
that these two versions were originally separate and distinct 
and the attempt to harmonize them was never complete. 


The Deuteronomists 


In 621 8.c.£. another major revision of this sacred story oc- 
curred in Jerusalem during the reign of King Josiah. According 
to the tradition, during a period in which repairs were being 
made on the temple, a scroll of law purporting to have been 
written by Moses was discovered in the temple (2 Kings 22:18). 
This sacred text was, not surprisingly, completely responsive to 
the prophetic tradition of Hosea, Amos, Isaiah, Micah, and es- 
pecially Jeremiah, who was alive and at work when this new 
book was “discovered.” This book called for the kind of reli- 
gious reform the prophets had been calling for, and it rekindled 
a kind of national pride that helped to keep this soon-to-be- 
conquered nation intact through the period of exile. The book 
was called the second (deutero) giving of the Law (nomas) and 
came to be known as Deuteronomy. 

When discovered, the book was taken immediately to King 
Josiah, who had the reputation for doing what the prophets 
desired. The young king read the book then tore his clothes in 
an act of ceremonial repentance, gathered the people, publicly 
read to them the words of this text, and called the people into 
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a renewed covenant and a religious reform movement that was 
the most rigorous in biblical history. Over the next twenty-five 
years, the Book of Deuteronomy was added to the Yahwist- 
Elohist combination, and the newly merged text was edited 
anew in the light of the deuteronomic insights. The author of 
Deuteronomy was eager to purify worship, to purge from 
Judah all foreign rites, to centralize worship in all the land un- 
der the supervision of the Jerusalem priesthood, and to bring 
the people into a realization of the love Yahweh had for them. 
He was also a writer of considerable ability and beautiful prose. 
Before the deuteronomic revision of the Hebrew sacred story 
was complete, it was clear that more than a single person was 
involved, but all worked from a single perspective. 

The deuteronomic writers reflected a high spiritual mono- 
theism: To Yahweh belonged the heavens, the earth, and all 
within them. God was both sublime and awesome. It was the 
deuteronomists who insisted that no image of God could be 
used in worship. At Horeb “you heard the sound of words, but 
saw no form; there was only a voice” (Deut. 4:12). Yet Yahweh 
was still a nationalistic deity in Deuteronomy, and here are 
found the seeds of divine pettiness in the service of a national 
deity that became so destructive later. Finally, the authors of 
this strand of biblical material closed down all religious shrines 
save for the Jerusalem temple and decreed that the Passover 
itself could be celebrated only in Jerusalem, a practice that plays 
such a large part in the later life of Jesus of Nazareth. 

By the time the deuteronomists had finished their work, 
they had colored the books of Joshua, Judges, 1 and 2 Samuel, 
and 1 and 2 Kings. They had supplied their nation with a phi- 
losophy of history, and they had touched up the books of the 
prophets. They had taught the Jewish people to see the past 
through their eyes. 

Twenty-five years after the discovery of this book in the 
temple the nation of Judah was defeated and destroyed by the 
Babylonians. Into captivity the people went, but they carried 
with them their growing sacred story—the Yahwist-Elohist- 
deuteronomic blended version together with other religious 
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traditions kept alive particularly by the priests. These traditions 
may also have been ancient in origin, but they had not yet been 
fully incorporated into Israel’s growing sacred story. During the 
exile, however, this sacred story would undergo its final and 
most dramatic editing and revision under the impact of this 
priestly material. Thus it would emerge in the postexile world 
more or less in the form that we have it in our Bibles today. 


The Priests 


In 596 B.c.g. the city of Jerusalem fell to Nebuchadnezzar 
and his Babylonian army. The city was sacked, and, in keeping 
with Babylonian policy, a program of deportation into exile be- 
gan. In the ancient world this policy normally meant the end of 
a nation’s life. In captivity the conquered people tended, after 
a period of time, to intermarry with their captors and to lose 
their national identity. This is exactly what had happened 
when the people of the northern kingdom of Israel were reset- 
tled after their defeat by Assyria some 130 years before. For 
Judah this moment was the supreme challenge. Everything she 
stood for—her worship, her God, her Law, and even the values 
that resided at that moment only in the genes of her people— 
was put in jeopardy. In 596 B.c.e. most of the elite of Judah 
were marched into captivity. In 586 B.c.£., following an abortive 
attempt at revolution, another deportation occurred that all but 
obliterated the nation. Other peoples were brought in to reset- 
tle Judah. These people intermarried with the few natives left 
and became known as the half-breed Samaritans. 

Many of the Psalms were written during this period of ex- 
ile, including the plaintive cry of Psalm 137: “By the waters of 
Babylon, there we sat down and wept, when we remembered 
Zion. On the willows there we hung up our lyres. For there our 
captors required of us songs and our tormentors, mirth, saying, 
‘Sing us one of the songs of Zion!’ How shall we sing the Lord’s 
song in a foreign land?” 

The Jews of the exile, however, were a hardy breed. Led by 
their priestly class, headed at the beginning of this period by 
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the prophet-priest Ezekiel and culminating in such priests as 
Nehemiah and Ezra many years later, they rose to meet this 
national crisis in a way no captive people had ever done. They 
did it primarily by asserting the power of the religious tradition 
of the Jews over the total life of the people. In the process they 
also edited and rewrote massive parts of their sacred story. 

For people to maintain their national identity in captivity, 
they had to be perceived as different. The priestly leaders ac- 
complished this in two primary ways. Out of their Jewish past 
they lifted two traditions that actually had fallen into general 
disuse—circumcision and Sabbath day observance—and they 
invested these with such meaning that they became the distin- 
guishing marks of a Jew. Every Jewish male had on his body 
the physical sign of his Jewishness. All Jewish people were 
those strange folk whose religion required that they do no work 
on the seventh day. Under pressure from these priestly writers, 
the familiar seven-day creation story that opens our Bibles was 
written to root Sabbath day observance in the moment of cre- 
ation. The God who rested from creation on the Sabbath hal- 
lowed this day and mandated its observance by all those who 
would be the people of this God. 

This account of creation was in fact one of the last parts of 
the Hebrew Scriptures to be written. It is a poem of praise to 
the God of creation, culminating in the Sabbath day command 
to take cognizance in rest of the goodness of God’s world. 

Synagogues were built under the leadership of the priestly 
group in the exile to indoctrinate the coming generation, who 
would not remember Jerusalem, including in time those who 
had never known Jerusalem. The details of worship, the rules 
of worship, the observance of worship became all important 
and resulted in the creation of much of the Book of Exodus, 
almost all the Book of Leviticus, and major portions of the Book 
of Numbers. The Yahwist-Elohist-deuteronomic version of the 
Hebrew sacred story was thoroughly edited by the priestly 
writers to include the ancient priestly traditions and to affirm 
the sanctity throughout all of Jewish history of the traditions 
now being required of faithful Jews. 
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The Noah story was altered so that Noah took seven pairs 
of clean animals and only one pair of unclean animals (Gen. 
7:1-10). This would enable Noah to have animals available for 
the ritual sacrifices and still preserve the species. 

The story of manna in the wilderness was altered so that 
the people gathered two days’ supply on the sixth day of the 
week and would not therefore have to work by gathering 
manna on the Sabbath (Exod. 16:4ff). 

The Ten Commandments of Exodus 20 were edited to place 
the rationale from the newly written creation story into the 
words of Moses requiring the Jews to keep holy the Sabbath 
day. All the chronologies in the Old Testament are from the 
hand of the priestly writers. They wanted to make sure that 
links with the past were kept intact. A history of every ritual 
observed in Jewish worship entered the sacred story. The story 
of Abraham was altered to place the origin of the practice of 
circumcision into the life of the founding father of Israel. Strict 
dietary laws were written into the Torah as part of the sepa- 
ratist movement. Kosher food is a gift to Jewry of the priestly 
writer in exile in the late sixth and early fifth century B.c.E. 


The historic saga of Israel that begins in slavery in Egypt 
and wanders through the wilderness to the conquest of Ca- 
naan, to the establishment of a united kingdom that endured 
division and civil war, defeat and exile, only to return to their 
holy land, is a narrative written by a variety of persons over 
more than half a millennium. It is filled with geographical mis- 
information and the biological, geological, and astrophysical in- 
formation only of this ancient time. It reflects cultural traditions 
long since abandoned as unworthy of civilized people— 
polygamy, child sacrifice, and slavery, for example. 

To suggest that this text is in any sense the “literal Word of 
God” is to place extreme limits on both its truth and its power. 
Out of our sincere religious need to possess in some written 
form an infallible source of truth, we run the risk of reducing 
our treasured book to irrelevance. If the religiously alienated, 
which in many cases includes our own children, can ridicule 
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our sacred tradition by an appeal to our own sacred Scriptures 
for which we have claimed too much, then we will have little 
to offer the world. If those elements of organized religion are 
allowed to claim for the Bible such words as “inerrant,” “infal- 
lible,” “the literal Word of God,” so that it is their limited un- 
derstanding that becomes the only perception of Christianity in 
the public arena, then the Christian church, so heavily bur- 
dened, will not be able to speak with power to our own gen- 
eration. 

Beyond the historic portions of Scripture that we have just 
analyzed so quickly, there are some additional works that fill 
out the sacred text substantially. These writings consist of the 
works of the prophets that constitute close to one third of the 
Hebrew Scriptures, the liturgical literature, including Hebrew 
hymnody, the wisdom writings, and some works of protest. In 
order to complete our brief survey of biblical literature, we 
must now turn to look at these additions before we explore the 
deeper meaning of these ancient parts of the Bible itself. 


9) 
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Prophets, Psalms, 
Proverbs, and Protest 


We have traced ever so briefly, and some would doubtless 
say shallowly, the sacred history of the Jewish people as found 
in their Holy Scriptures. That history embraced a sweep of time 
from the call of the shadowy figure of Abraham, who is dated 
in the nineteenth century before the common era, to the 
postexilic period that includes Ezra, Nehemiah, and others, 
who lived between the late sixth and early fourth centuries 
B.c.E. From that time until the birth of Jesus, the story of the 
Jewish people was recorded for us in texts that are in large 
measure now included in the Apocrypha. The primary excep- 
tion to this was the Book of Daniel, which, though purporting 
to be an episode that took place during the exile, was in fact a 
book written in the Maccabean period of the second century 
B.C.E. 


The Prophets 


The second-biggest section after the books of history in the 
Hebrew Scriptures was the work of the various prophets. They 
stood as giants speaking their messages at critical points in Jew- 
ish history. Contrary to the way the prophets were understood 
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in early Christian history, they were not predictors of the fu- 
ture. Jerry Falwell has written: 


I believe the Bible is God’s word also because of fulfilled 
prophecy. Dozens of predictions are made in the Old Testa- 
ment that were fulfilled in the New Testament in every detail. 
There are so many cases of fulfilled prophesies in the Bible 
that only the atheist or agnostic would believe them to be 
merely coincidental. Over two dozen prophesies have been 
fulfilled relating to the death, burial and resurrection of Christ 
alone. At least twelve of those are found in the 53rd chapter 
of Isaiah, which was written several hundred years before 
Christ was born! Fulfilled prophecy is an indisputable evi- 
dence that the Bible was written under the inspiration of the 
Holy Spirit.’ 


That quotation will hardly stand in the world of biblical 
scholarship. What this pastor calls fulfilled prophecy represents 
one of two things, both of them far removed from what he 
claims. Either the Christian author was writing the story to 
conform with prophetic hints (Did Psalm 22 predict the events 
of the cross, or did the Gospel writers pattern their story of 
the cross after this very familiar psalm?) or the author was em- 
ploying a dreadful and disturbing method of wrenching Holy 
Scripture out of its context in order to make it serve Christian 
missionary aims. For example, the Matthean words “He shall 
be called a Nazarene” (Matt. 2:23), a quotation not easily identi- 
fied with any verse in the Hebrew text, was made by the author 
of this Gospel to refer to citizenship in the town of Nazareth. 
This suggestion, which will be developed fully in chapter 10, is 
about as farfetched an idea as one might imagine. 

The prophetic movement was a Jewish gift to the world. It 
was in touch with the Elohist mentality that placed all things, 
including temple and royal family, under the judgment of the 
living God. It offered a divine challenge to the established Jew- 
ish priesthood. It was validated by no external authority. It 
stood or fell on the basis of its participation in truth alone. It 
embodied many elements that later came to be seen as part of 
the emphasis of Protestantism. 
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For me, the father of the Jewish prophetic movement was 
Nathan, the prophet who confronted the powerful King David 
with his sinfulness in the name of the righteous God and on 
behalf of the cuckolded and murdered Uriah the Hittite (2 Sam. 
11:1ff). In most ancient societies, what David did in claiming 
Bathsheba as his paramour fell within the divine right of kings. 
In Israel, however, even the kings were called to judgment and 
accountability before the God of Israel. This was the concept 
that made the prophetic movement both possible and uniquely 
Jewish. Elijah and Elisha kept the movement alive predomi- 
nantly in the northern kingdom during the ninth century 8.c.e., 
and then the great writing prophets began to appear in the 
eighth century. 

There was Amos, the herdsman and keeper of sycamore 
trees in the southern kingdom of Judah, who journeyed to 
Bethel in the northern kingdom of Israel to pronounce his mes- 
sage on behalf of those who “sell the righteous for silver and 
the needy for a pair of shoes—they that trample the head of the 
poor into the dust of the earth and turn aside the way of the 
afflicted” (Amos 2:6, 7). There was Hosea, who followed Amos; 
but Hosea was a citizen of the northern kingdom, not a strident 
alien visitor like Amos. Hosea stood in the midst of his own 
people and pronounced a message of judgment that fell upon 
him as surely as it fell on anyone else. He saw God as the 
infinite and patient lover who craved his beloved Israel no mat- 
ter how often she was unfaithful to the God who had chosen 
her. His own life, his own domestic woes, led him to see God 
in this way. 

Then, when the northern kingdom of Israel was being be- 
sieged and finally destroyed by the Assyrians, the prophetic 
movement came south to Judah in the persons of the first Isaiah 
(Isaiah 1-39) and Micah. Isaiah was of royal blood and served 
as a kind of court adviser to the king. He was the one who 
promised King Ahaz a sign that God would deliver his nation 
from the threat of Rezin, king of Syria, and Pekah, king of 
Israel. That sign was that a young woman in the royal family 
would bear a son as a symbol of the continuity of the nation. 
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The name of the son was to be Immanuel (Isa. 7:14). That 
promise would hardly represent much hope to Ahaz if this 
event was to occur some 730 years later in Bethlehem. His city 
of Jerusalem was at that moment at the mercy of these two 
warring kings. 

Micah was a country lawyer. He was the kind of man who 
envisioned practicing before the high court of his land in Jeru- 
salem. That, however, did not occur, so he put his nation on 
trial figuratively before the mountains and the hills. When 
Judah stood condemned and asked how restitution could be 
made for her sins, Micah replied: “He has showed you, O man, 
what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do 
justice, and to love kindness and to walk humbly with your 
God?” (Mic. 6:8). Micah was also the prophet who suggested 
that Bethlehem, the city of David, might one day produce again 
a ruler of Israel (Mic. 5:2, 3). This passage helped to create the 
Bethlehem birth tradition of Jesus, who was almost certainly 
born in the town of Nazareth.* Moving into the seventh and 
even into the sixth centuries B.c.£., we confront the work of 
Jeremiah, Nahum, Zephaniah, Habakkuk, and Ezekiel. 

Jeremiah and Ezekiel were the central prophetic voices 
when Jerusalem fell to the Babylonians. Jeremiah fled to Egypt 
and disappeared there from the scene of history. Ezekiel went 
into exile in Babylon and probably played a key part in keeping 
the nation of Judah intact to return from exile 50 to 140 years 
later. Ezekiel had wonderful dreams and visions that enliven 
both his work and our black spirituals. Ezekiel, in one vision, 
did see “the wheel way up in the middle of the sky” (Ezek. 10). 
Ezekiel also saw his nation under the symbol of a valley filled 
with dead, dry bones that were infused with life when the 
wind of God (the ruach) blew over that valley, causing the toe 
bone to become “connected to the foot bone, the foot bone 
connected to the ankle bone, the ankle bone connected to the 
leg bone” and so on until those bones and Judah were alive 
again (Ezek. 37). 

The prophets of the late exile and the postexilic period were 
Obadiah, Haggai, Malachi, and that prophet who has become 
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known as Second Isaiah (Isaiah 40-55). This Isaiah represented 
one way of dealing with the trauma of exile; the others repre- 
sented another way. The small minds like Haggai, Zechariah, 
and Obadiah saw the exile as a punishment for the Jewish lapse 
in their observance of the Law, and so they returned as almost 
religious fanatics, zealous to purge Judah of all alien influences 
and to make the Law of God the law of the land in every jot 
and tittle. 

Second Isaiah saw Judah as a people called by the experi- 
ence of suffering into a vicarious life of sacrifice, healing, and 
doing for others. It produced a new dimension in the evolving 
portrait of what the Jewish messiah was destined to be.° 

Later still would come the Book of Daniel, called “a major 
prophet,” thus linking it with Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel; but 
it was major only because of its length not its message. Daniel 
is dated around 160 B.c.£. and is chiefly noted for the story of 
Daniel in the lion’s den (chap. 6), for the account of Shadrach, 
Meshach, and Abednego being delivered from the fiery furnace 
(chap. 3), for the time when King Belshazzar saw “the hand- 
writing on the wall” (chap. 5), and for the apocalyptic chapters 
that are quoted by all those who wish to predict the exact mo- 
ment of the end of the world (chaps. 7 and 12). 

The prophets were intensely human people and spoke to 
remedy intensely human problems of injustice and the loss of 
meaning. They are thus worthy of our study and attention. The 
social gospel that later bloomed in our century was rooted in 
large measure in the works of the prophets. From the fourth 
century B.c.£E. to just a century ago, organized religion in the 
Western world moved its primary attention away from the task 
of building a just society and into an increasingly individualistic 
focus on life after death. In many ways it was justice post- 
poned. Heaven and hell became the ultimate means whereby 
the injustices of this world were redressed. Only when confi- 
dence in life after death began to disintegrate in the explosion 
of scientific knowledge did society once again move to a major 
concern for justice here and now. By this time the issues of 
human justice had lost most of their religious roots and had 
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assumed a primarily secular form, so social justice concerns, in 
various political arenas, were called the New Deal, the Fair 
Deal, the Great Society, socialism, Christian socialism, Marx- 
ism, and communism. All represented a secular form of the 
social gospel that was begun in the movement of the eighth- 
century ‘prophets in Israel. Perhaps one of our apologetic tasks 
today is to give these secular programs their original roots and 
thus to reclaim the Word of God found in the ancient but now 
time-warped words of the prophets. 


Poetry and Wisdom 


Beyond works of history and the writings of the prophets, 
the other books in the Hebrew Scriptures are primarily post- 
exilic, at least in their final form. Major among these works are 
the Psalms, the strange Book of Esther, and the wisdom liter- 
ature, which would include Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and the 
Song of Songs. 

The Psalms, because of their liturgical use in the churches 
of Christendom, are probably among the more familiar parts of 
the Hebrew Scriptures. The 150 psalms contained in the Psalter 
have roots that may go back to Egyptian sources as early as the 
third millennium 8.c.£., as well as to Canaanite and Sumerian 
origins. Psalms 2, 16, 18, 29, 68, 82, 108, and 110 may actually 
date from the time of David. The vast majority, however, were 
composed in that period of pre-exile, exile, and postexile when 
temple worship was dominant in fact, in memory, or in the 
hoped-for restoration. Those psalms that were not composed in 
these defining years of history were still shaped by their usage 
during that period. 

The Psalms became the hymnbook of people of Judah as 
indeed they have continued to be for Christians. Many of the 
psalms made liturgy out of the recitation of Israel’s history. 
Others were dedicated to the cycles of planting and harvest. 
Still others were sung in praise of the king. The writers of the 
psalms, probably never a single person, seemed aware that the 
deity they adored was beyond their human encompassing — 
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“The earth is the Lord’s” (Ps. 24:1); “In his hand are the depths 
of the earth; the heights of the mountains are his also. The sea 
is his, for He made it; for his hands formed the dry land” (Ps. 
95:4, 5). “Let all the earth fear the Lord, let all the inhabitants 
of the world stand in awe of him!” (Ps. 33:8). 

The Book of Proverbs, the words of Qoheleth—the preach- 
er that we know as Ecclesiastes—the Book of Esther, and the 
Song of Songs offer the reader of the Bible a rich variety of 
literary forms. Solomon had achieved in Hebraic folklore what 
seems to me to be the totally undeserved reputation of a wise 
man. The facts of the biblical story seem to indicate anything 
but wisdom in his management of the nation and in his rela- 
tionships with his thousand wives and concubines. He did not 
succeed even in passing on his kingdom intact to his son 
Rehoboam, and he left a legacy of intrigue and the oppression 
of many of his people into enforced labor or slavery. Despite 
this, the Book of Kings attributed vast wisdom to Solomon: 
“Solomon’s wisdom surpassed the wisdom of all the people of 
the east, and all the wisdom of Egypt” (1 Kings 4:30). Fur- 
thermore, this book also stated that Solomon “uttered three 
thousand proverbs” (1 Kings 4:32). Solomon, who became the 
patron for the wisdom tradition in Israel, was thought therefore 
to be the author of the wisdom literature, including Proverbs. 

Though the wisdom movement may have its roots in the 
court of Solomon, it did not flourish as a major part of the 
Jewish tradition until the postexilic period of Judah’s history 
from the days of Ezra to the time when the Book of Sirach, also 
called Ecclesiasticus,* was published in the second century 
B.C.E. 

Ecclesiastes also dates in its final form from the third cen- 
tury. It reflected a growing philosophical inquiry into the mean- 
ing of life that could not have been found earlier in Judah. 
Indeed, the questioning, godless quality of the Book of Eccles- 
iastes led to much dispute among Jewish scholars as to whether 
it should have been included in the sacred writings. 

The Book of Esther seems to have had its origin in a festival 
called Purim, which the exiled Jews brought home with them 
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from Babylon. It is the story of a beautiful Jewish queen who 
uses her position to save her people from a cruel persecution. 
The name of God never occurs in the Book of Esther, which 
prompted later scribes to write additions to this book that 
would make the book properly religious. These additions are 
now in the Apocrypha. 

The Song of Songs was originally a series of sensuous love 
songs that had nothing to do with God and God's beloved, 
Israel, or with Jesus and his beloved, the church. They were 
earthy bits of writing that probably could not have survived the 
antiflesh crusades of the Western church without being allego- 
rized. They serve to remind us that the Puritan tradition has 
been imposed on Scripture; it is not original to Scripture. There 
is no Jewish Queen Victoria. The Adam who upon beholding 
Eve for the first time could shout with lustful joy (Gen. 2:23) 
reflected the attitude toward bodies and sex that is biblical and 
that the Song of Songs captures. Seldom is this book used for 
readings in the liturgy of the churches. Even more seldom, 
regrettably, is it preached on from the various religious pul- 
pits—Jewish or Christian. 


The Protesters 


The final literary category in the Hebrew Scriptures is what 
I call protest literature, and it includes the books of Job, Ruth, 
and Jonah. These were stories that provided a counterpoint to 
a prevailing attitude. They were never intended to be literal- 
ized. It is fairly clear that Job, Ruth, and Jonah were literary 
creations, not persons of history. To treat them literally is to 
miss their meaning, power, and point. For this reason, | focus 
on them, for they illustrate better than anything else in Holy 
Scripture what is lost when literalism prevails. 


Job 


The Book of Job, in its finished form, was probably written 
fairly late in Hebrew history, but it has ancient roots. Indeed, 
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suggested dates run from 1100 B.c.e. to 500 B.c.£. Its dramatic 
poetry builds on a tale, probably from a much earlier time, 
about the sufferings of a righteous man. It is a protest against 
the point of view expressed in the Book of Proverbs, a point of 
view that did not yet embrace fully the problems inherent in 
individualism. As we have it today, it is certainly postexilic, 
sixth century B.c.£. or later. 

Individuality is a relatively recent idea, historically speak- 
ing. It seems not to have appeared anywhere on earth in any 
substantial way, except as an aspect of royalty, much before 
4000 s.c.e. Among the Hebrews it seems to have become a pow- 
erful idea much later, making its way into Scripture in a clear 
form, as I have previously suggested, in the writings of Ezek- 
iel. Prior to the rise of individualism, the tribe was thought of 
as the basic unit of life. A tribe was a corporate singularity. 
It was not a collection of individuals. One stood before God as 
a people, not as individuals. The people of the tribe were in- 
terrelated, interdependent, and mutually responsible. It was 
their destiny to thrive or to perish together. When evil was in 
their midst, the whole of the people suffered. When faithful- 
ness marked their common life, the whole of the people were 
blessed. 

Sin itself was conceived of corporately. The sins of the fa- 
thers “shall be visited upon the children to the third and fourth 
generations” proclaimed the commandments (Exod. 20:46). 
When Achan sinned at Ai, his whole family was destroyed and 
no one thought that to be unjust (Joshua 7). Even the first 
Jewish messianic thought was corporate rather than individual. 
Through the descendants of Abraham all the nations of the 
earth would be blessed. Only later, in the postexilic period, did 
the messianic vocation of Israel come to be thought of as a 
vocation of the supreme Israelite. The servant passages from 
Second Isaiah could be interpreted either corporately or indi- 
vidually, but when Ezekiel wrote “the soul that sins shall die” 
(Ezek. 18:46), individualism had dawned as a dominant idea 
among the Hebrew people. It was destined to grow in impor- 
tance, and it received the fullest biblical expression in the 
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wisdom literature of the Hebrew people, especially in such bib- 
lical works as Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, the Song of Songs, and in 
the apocryphal books of Ecclesiasticus and the Wisdom of Sol- 
omon. In these works a radical individualism was assumed. 

“Wisdom” in the Jewish tradition was defined as the ability 
to discern the pattern of God in the world and the ability to 
conform the individual self to that pattern. Wisdom for a per- 
son began with the acknowledgment of God as the primary 
reality of the cosmos. “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of 
wisdom” (Prov. 9:10). The wise men of Israel taught that those 
who seek wisdom conform to that wisdom and will be re- 
warded by God without qualification. There were no extenu- 
ating circumstances out of the past, no connecting antecedents, 
no web of relationships. Each person was a solitary individual 
who by seeking wisdom would be led to happiness. He or she 
would by wisdom discover God’s plan and then, by an act of 
the will, would conform to it. To the degree that a person was 
successful, God’s blessing would be upon that person. To the 
degree that one failed, God’s curse would be pronounced. 

The happy life of wisdom was spelled out in the Book of 
Proverbs. It involved hard work, high morals, moderation, 
kindness to the less fortunate, loving one’s family and home, 
sincerity, modesty, self-control, chastity, a willingness to live 
and learn, an attitude of forgiveness, and even being kind to 
animals. The author of Proverbs never discussed the nature of 
right and wrong. This was supposedly self-evident. Nor did 
this author see conflicting duties. Every choice was clear, di- 
rect, and individual. The central idea was simple: Wisdom 
brings happiness, the lack of wisdom brings misery. Every life 
got what that life deserved. The name for this credo was “moral 
retribution.” 

The one who held this point of view believed that God's 
world was so organized that the exact reward for each person’s 
conduct was meted out before that person died. The transfer of 
this justice to a life beyond this life was not yet a major factor 
in their thinking. The individualism first mentioned in Ezekiel 
had by the time of the Proverbs been given the weight of un- 
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questioned dogma. As Proverbs asserted: “The fruit of the 
righteous is a tree of life, but lawlessness takes away lives. If 
the righteous is requited on earth, how much more the wicked 
and the sinner!” (Prov. 11:30-31). If this were not so, then God 
is not just. Since wisdom is open to all who will learn it, those 
who did not possess it were assumed to have refused even to 
seek it, and therefore they could be blamed. If they were poor 
and afflicted, they deserved it. Likewise, if they were rich and 
healthy, they deserved it. Life was its own rewarder and pun- 
isher. Nothing was said about the handicaps of environment, 
security, education, or temperament, which differ so widely 
from person to person. The assumption was that everyone be- 
gan life even—at an objectively equal starting line. 

This was a fascinating view of life. It still has power, es- 
pecially in ultraconservative circles where it is important that 
both wealth and power be thought of as deserved by either the 
life of virtue or, in its absence, the life of laziness. But even life 
in this ancient time defied so simple an explanation. There was 
still apparent injustice visible to all who would look. Good peo- 
ple did suffer. Evil people did prosper. Finally, one articulate, 
skillful Jewish poet rose to challenge this prevailing point of 
view. He did so by creating a political work based on an ancient 
narrative. It was a literary device that would dramatize the is- 
sues. 

A wise Jew, faithful to God, obedient to the Law, a prac- 
titioner of wisdom would suffer calamity after calamity. He 
would be visited by representatives of the prevailing wisdom 
who would seek to force his life and his tragedies into their 
frame of reference. Through this means, this author would seek 
another answer that still preserved the power of God but also 
made sense out of the experience of life. This ancient writer 
wanted to bear witness to the insight that Archibald MacLeish, 
in his play J.B., placed into the mouth of his modern-day Job: 
“If God is God [i.e., all powerful] he is not good. If God is good 
[just, fair, loving] he is not God.” 

So the character of Job entered the biblical story. In the 
biblical book that bears his name, Job was a creation of his 
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author. He was certainly not a literal, historic figure. He was 
the epitome of the wise man. He feared God and turned away 
from evil. He even quoted the proverbs. He always did right in 
both his concern for others and in his personal morality. He 
shunned falsehood and deceit. His neighbor’s wife he let alone. 
He gave his servant justice in every dispute. Toward his ene- 
mies he kept goodwill. His ethical standing was higher than 
any other person in the Jewish sacred story. He performed ev- 
ery possible religious duty. He refrained from the worship of 
heavenly bodies and never allowed his wealth to come between 
himself and his God. 

With the lines of his chief character clearly drawn, the au- 
thor asked, How did the promises of retribution work in his 
case? As his story unfolded, he stated that for years the prom- 
ises seemed to come true. Job was blessed with wealth, health, 
long life, a large family, and high public esteem. He was the 
greatest man in the east. Then a terrible change came. In one 
day he lost all that he had—children, wife, slaves, cattle, and 
health. With these losses he also found that honor and prestige 
had been withdrawn from him, for disaster was itself a sign of 
deserved evil. Even the outcast spat in Job’s face. 

Job’s friends came to him to call him back to the wisdom 
that he had so obviously forsaken. The dialogue between Job 
and his comforters turned on the meaning of life itself. It is still 
a powerful drama. If life was to be understood individualisti- 
cally, and if there was both a sense of God’s goodness and a 
sense of God’s justice, then the problem of evil was unsolvable. 
The idea of moral retribution did not work. Life was not fair. It 
never had been and it never would be. Should the problem of 
evil be extended into the next life? Is the primary function of 
heaven and hell to make fair an unfair world, to make sense out 
of the problem of evil? 

Our popular view of both heaven and hell still assumes the 
fundamental error of the Book of Proverbs—namely, that indi- 
vidual judgment of individual behavior is the basis upon which 
divine reward and punishment are to be meted out. The pres- 
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ence of evil still confronts us with a threat to the reality of God. 
It suggests that either the all-powerful God desires evil or that 
the presence of evil reveals the impotence of God. Perhaps it 
argues that there is no God at all, and that all of us are at the 
mercy of a power called fate. Perhaps it suggests a dualism, a 
theological schizophrenia between God and Satan, good and 
evil, the spiritual and the physical, or wisdom and chaos. Per- 
haps the presence of evil pushes us to see the shadows present 
in both God and life that Carl Jung talked about and to seek 
that interrelatedness that makes even suffering a pathway to 
God.° Those are the options posed for us by Job. In some sense 
these options are both posed and lived for us by Jesus of 
Nazareth. 

But to talk of these things is to open Scripture to depths so 
far beyond literalism that many simple yet sincere Christians 
would not even comprehend the words being used. I, for ex- 
ample, do not believe in a God who willed Jesus to suffer for 
my sins. I do not believe in a God whose inner need for justice 
is satisfied when his son is nailed to a cross. I regard the sub- 
stitutionary version of the atonement as a barbaric attack on 
both the truth of God and the meaning of human life. Even 
Scripture, in my opinion, condemns this individualistic idea 
that has so distorted the Christ. But it does not do so unless 
one is willing to go beneath the literal words of the biblical text 
where one can meet the living Word in the questions raised by 
the Jewish poet who years ago created for us the character Job. 
There Scripture opens us to new possibilities. 


Ruth and Jonah 


When we turn to the protest works of Ruth and Jonah we 
discover the art forms of Scripture to be exquisite, but the issue 
here is not so much justice as it is the narrow-minded relig- 
ious bigotry of the times. These protests also grew out of the 
same mentality that created Job. A central idea in the Jewish 
Scriptures was the sense of being chosen. The Jews believed 
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themselves to be God’s elect. This was a dominant concept 
throughout most of Israel’s history. It was rooted, I believe, in 
the experience of Moses choosing to identify himself and his 
God with the slave people in Egypt. The great danger present, 
however, in believing yourself to be especially chosen is that it 
becornes easy to view those who are not of your people as 
God’s especially unchosen. The step between being God’s 
unchosen and being God’s rejected constitutes a very small dis- 
tance in human emotions. If you can convince yourself that 
those you regard as strangers, aliens, or even enemies are also 
rejected by God, then prejudice runs free and unchallenged. 

Being God’s elect had other problems. Suppose God’s elect 
were defeated, exiled, all but destroyed? This would be a 
strange way for God to treat the especially chosen people. It 
would call for major explanations without which the power of 
this God would be in serious question. The nation of Judah, so 
deeply convinced of her chosen status, had been defeated by 
the Babylonians. Jerusalem had been destroyed. The people 
had been marched into captivity. They had died there. Their 
children had died there. Some of their grandchildren had died 
there before finally they were allowed to return to their home- 
land. When they returned, they found their holy places de- 
stroyed and reduced to rubble. Their nation would never be 
powerful again. They were viewed by their neighbors as pitiful, 
and the sense that this broken, defeated, enslaved people was 
the glory of their God, Yahweh, was laughably anachronistic. 

For the minority of the Jewish people, this produced a new 
and profound concept that saw meaning in suffering and called 
the Jews to accept this vocation as the means by which the 
world could be served and thus called into the worship of 
Yahweh. This point of view lived almost hidden in the Jewish 
tradition. It was the minority underside of their corporate life, 
at least until it fueled one Jesus of Nazareth to live out histor- 
ically the meaning of this possibility. We need to be reminded 
that it was the religious establishment of first-century Judaism 
that executed this Jesus for being a blasphemer and a destroyer 
of sacred tradition. 


70 


The majority tradition of Judaism, out of which the chief 
priests and members of the Sanhedrin operated, attempted to 
interpret being chosen quite differently from this minority un- 
derstanding. The pain of defeat and exile came, they argued, 
only because the Jews of the past had been unfaithful to the 
terms of the covenant. They were thus determined to prevent 
that from happening again. The newly restored nation of Judah 
would be one that kept the law—every jot and tittle of the law. 
They were rigorously religious. This restored nation would 
worship properly and obey every rubric. Their nation would be 
a religiously zealous theocracy from which no deviation would 
be allowed. In this way they could guarantee that defeat and 
exile would never again be the experience of God’s elect, for 
religious faithfulness would be rewarded with wealth, power, 
and renewed prestige. This was the vision they sought to live 
out. 

As they meditated on their past failures that had brought 
such pain to their nation, they became increasingly uncomfort- 
able with their own critical judgment pronounced so vigorously 
on their grandparents and on other forebears who had failed 
their God so miserably that the nation had had to undergo the 
divine punishment of defeat and exile. Searching for a means to 
alleviate this judgment, they pounced on the idea of ethnic 
purity. 

Some of our forebears had married non-Jewish spouses, 
they declared. These alien influences had polluted and cor- 
rupted God's elect. These strangers and foreigners had brought 
into Judah their alien gods and their alien worship practices, 
which had weakened the Jewish resolve to serve Yahweh faith- 
fully. This explanation became exceedingly popular. It justified 
the punishment they believed that God had rendered upon 
them, but it also exonerated their own forebears. Foreigners 
were the culprits. The scapegoat had been identified. 

So it was that ethnic purity became a dominant theme 
in postexilic Judaism. The bloodlines of the new nation were to 
be pure. Those who were not contributors to this purity were 
to be banished. Under Ezra and Nehemiah, laws were passed 
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making it a crime to live in Judah unless you were a full- 
blooded Jew to the tenth generation. Married couples were split 
by these laws, for less than full-blooded Jews had to be ban- 
ished. Families were torn asunder by these laws, for half-breed 
children also had to be banished. Political purges were justified 
under these laws, and the ability to prove one’s Jewish heritage 
became all important in case there was a knock on the door in 
the middle of the night. It was a terrible period in the history 
of the Jews. Eras that are dedicated to racial or ethnic purity are 
always terrible. 

So dominant were these ideas that no one could counter 
them politically. To do so would open up the critic to the telling 
charge that she or he was eager to have the nation conquered 
and exiled yet again. Still, this consensus was not universal, 
and it demanded some response in the midst of the systematic 
purges that were zealously being carried out, ripping apart the 
fiber of Jewish life. 

At this moment in history two anonymous Jewish story- 
tellers took pen in hand to write biting pieces of protest liter- 
ature. Their works hooked readers into making judgments, 
causing them to realize by the time the story was unfolded that 
they were making those judgments against themselves. It was 
in this way that two mythical heroes entered the stream of 
Jewish consciousness. One written story was named Jonah, 
and the other was named Ruth. Both stories were clearly fic- 
tional. Both were never meant to be literalized. Both countered 
the common wisdom of the day in profound and provocative 
ways. 

Jonah was a prophet who reflected the prevailing preju- 
dice. He did not believe that God could care for the people of 
Ninevah. They were gentiles, warlike and outside the bound- 
aries that the Jews had placed around the love of God. Through 
a series of adventures, including three days in the belly of a 
great fish (called a whale only in folklore—never in Scripture), 
Jonah was finally led to see that something was seriously 
wrong with a religious system that enabled him to be more 
compassionate toward a tree than he could be toward those 
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Ninevites whom he could not believe were meant to be the 
recipients of God’s concern. 

Ruth was a citizen of Moab who married a Jewish man 
named Chilion while he sojourned in her country with his 
mother, Naomi, and his father, Elimelech. Chilion had a 
brother named Mahlon who also married a Moabite woman, 
named Orpah. In time all three Jewish men died, leaving 
Naomi, Ruth, and Orpah widows and childless women and 
therefore outside the economic and political protection present 
in that patriarchal society. Naomi tried to send her daughters- 
in-law back to their father’s home in Moab, where the law of 
tradition insisted that they be received into care and safety. 
After much negotiation Orpah agreed to go, but Ruth clung 
tenaciously to Naomi. Ruth said to Naomi: “Entreat me not to 
leave you or to return from following you; for where you go | 
will go, and where you lodge I will lodge; your people shall be 
my people, and your God my God; where you die I will die, 
and there will I be buried” (Ruth 1:16, 17). These words have 
been set to music and are not infrequently sung at weddings. 
Bride and bridegroom alike are blissfully unaware that this ap- 
parently romantic ballad in fact relates Ruth’s words to her 
mother-in-law, not to her husband or even to her intended. 

Ruth, despite her vulnerability as an unprotected woman, 
acted out the highest standards of the Jewish Torah by caring 
for her widowed mother-in-law, Naomi. She went into the 
fields after the harvest to glean enough food to survive, win- 
ning the admiration of the owner of the land and all the men 
who tilled the soil for him. Then, through a series of maneu- 
vers, each in accordance with the law of the Jews, Ruth was 
married to the owner of that field, a man named Boaz. At this 
point in the story it seems like just a good tale, romantic and 
entertaining and with a happy ending, for Boaz is capable of 
caring adequately for both the faithful Ruth and the unfortu- 
nate Naomi. The reader’s sympathy is deeply drawn to the 
character of Ruth, who so persistently tends to the needs of her 
mother-in-law and so completely fulfills the Jewish law in her 
dedicated love for Naomi. She is in fact a sterling character. The 
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reader is not prepared for the closing lines of the narrative, 
which are indeed the whole purpose for which this tale was 
created. 

Ruth and Boaz had a son named Obed. Obed grew up, 
married, and had a son named Jesse, who was in fact the father 
of the greatest king in the history of Israel-a man named 
David. The message slowly penetrated the consciousness. King 
David was not a full-blooded Jew. His great-grandmother was 
a Moabite woman named Ruth. David himself would have 
been purged by the laws under which the Jewish state was now 
operating. It was an exquisite, timely literary attempt to punc- 
ture the pomposity of the moment. The fact that it got included 
in the canon of Scripture for the Jewish people is evidence that 
it succeeded. The same could be said for the books of Jonah and 
Job. Literalism would be a serious block to meeting, confront- 
ing, and understanding the Word of God in these wonderful 
books of protest. 


We have now skipped lightly through the Hebrew Scrip- 
tures. It has not been my intention to be exhaustive. Libraries 
contain great volumes that explore these narratives in depth. I 
wanted only to taste the power in the text, to place its timeless 
truth into a proper historic context, to challenge the narrow 
focus of those whose need is to be literal and to point to new 
possibilities once our limiting biblical prejudices can be set 
aside. The Hebrew Scriptures are not accurate in geographical, 
historical, geological, or astrophysical details. They are punc- 
tuated with contradictory facts and with narratives, like those 
of Jonah and Ruth, that become nonsensical if they are lit- 
eralized. The Scriptures are acculturated stories of a specific 
people. 

There is so much more biblical truth and biblical beauty 
once we escape the strictures of a literalistic approach to the 
Bible. If we could be assured of this possibility, we might be 
able to surrender our concept of biblical inerrancy. But to sur- 
render biblical inerrancy is not to surrender the Word of God! 
For if we mean by “the Word of God” that we can discern the 
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hand of a transcendent deity underneath these literal words, 
we have taken a major step forward. Then we can lift that 
transcendent presence out of its ancient context and place it 
with integrity inside our own spiritual journeys as a resource. 
Surely then we can proclaim with great joy that in this sacred 
book we can meet and know the Word of God and that this 
living Word can be for us a source of life even two thousand 
years removed. 

We hear that Word in creation, where this God proclaimed 
that everything divinely created was good and that male and 
female had both been created in God’s image. That “Word of 
God” fueled every human movement for justice from the fight 
to end slavery and segregation to the feminist movement to the 
peace movement to the gay and lesbian rights movement. That 
Word of God challenges the prejudice that grows out of our 
limited knowledge, our tribal identities, our economic systems, 
and our sexual fears. 

The Bible is the Word of God in that it touches universal, 
timeless themes. The sense of being created for union with 
God, the sense of being alienated from that union, and the 
yearning to be restored to that union are in the depths of every 
human psyche. Yet here they are external and objectified in the 
narratives of Scripture. The Bible is the Word of God when it 
captures in its remembered history archetypal and eternal 
truths that we can experience, enter, and live, even today. 

All of us know what it means to live in bondage to some 
power that is beyond our ability to manage and from which we 
cannot escape. All of us know the meaning of exodus and de- 
liverance. All of us have, in some way, come out of our limiting 
bondage. We know what it means to wander in the wilderness 
and finally to arrive at the promised land. We know what it 
means to be fed on our journey with manna, that heavenly 
food, or to be sustained with water that flows from a rock. We 
know what it means to receive the law, to yearn for the perfect 
life, to enter the darkness of death, and to believe that one can 
walk through even death without fear, for our faith story tells 
us that one has entered and conquered even death with the 
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power of the love of God. We know what it means to live in a 
community where there are no boundaries, no barriers, and 
where everyone can communicate with everyone else without 
misunderstanding. We know what it means to yearn for a per- 
fect world and to be empowered to work for that perfection 
until the Kingdom of God shall come. 

These are all biblical themes that enrich, interpret, and chal- 
lenge our lives. They are themes, however, that cannot be 
heard, heeded, or entertained until we are free to approach the 
sacred Scriptures with eyes, ears, and hearts that are not bound 
in the straitjacket of trying to impose a literal authority that has 
never been the essential truth of Scripture. The Bible is not 
literally true in a thousand details. But the Bible does touch the 
deep wells of truth, and to those deep wells it calls us again 
and again. 

We turn now to examine those books that form what Chris- 
tians call the New Covenant. 
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Forming the Second Covenant 


There are many members of the Christian church who 
might be dismayed by attitudes or distortions that occur in the 
Hebrew Scriptures, but their faith is not finally disturbed be- 
cause, they say, “Christ has put an end to the first dispensa- 
tion.” They are aware that Christians do not refrain from work 
on Saturday, the Sabbath day, which is of course the last day 
of the week; that ham and bacon adorn the breakfast tables of 
many Christians in direct violation of the kosher laws of the 
Book of Leviticus; and that slavery was abolished from this land 
by the Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution, making its 
affirmation in the ancient Hebrew Scriptures irrelevant. They 
also acknowledge that the polygamy practiced by the heroes of 
Hebrew history from Abraham to Solomon is not legal in this 
country, except of course in its serial form. So clearly, all of the 
words of the Bible are not the unchanging “Word of God.” 
Practices that once were normative for the Bible have become 
for us either illegal or, in some cases, immoral. 

However, when these believing Christians come to the spe- 
cifically Christian Scriptures, their backs stiffen in defense of 
the literal authenticity of this dispensation. In the New Testa- 
ment there are no kosher laws, no examples of polygamy, and 
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the Sabbath has been replaced in the practice of the Christians 
by the first day of the week.’ So questions about inaccuracies, 
prejudices, or outmoded attitudes are resisted more fiercely. 
Such possibilities strike too close to the authority of their faith 
system. Thus their fears rise and their defensiveness intensi- 
fies. These are the words of Jesus, the writings of Paul and the 
other disciples, they assert. These words must be trustworthy, 
inerrant, and infallible. One television evangelist with whom I 
was in a public dialogue defended the Mosaic authorship of the 
Torah because Jesus said Moses wrote it. “I would rather trust 
Jesus than you,” he said, to the applause of his sympathetic 
audience. 

But this attitude toward the specifically Christian parts of 
the Bible ignores important, inevitable questions. For instance, 
of the four Gospels, Luke and Mark do not ever claim the au- 
thority of being apostles. Neither is listed by any gospel writer 
as being among the chosen Twelve. So their material cannot be 
of the eyewitness variety. The question must also be raised as 
to whether we have the actual words of Jesus in any Gospel. 
Certainly the words of Jesus we have in the New Testament are 
not in the language that Jesus spoke. How much did the needs 
of the Christian community at the moment the Gospels were 
written prove stronger than the historicity of the words them- 
selves? 

Frequently one quotation of Jesus in one Gospel will not 
harmonize with another word of Jesus, either in the same Gos- 
pel or in a different one. And how does one reconcile Mark’s 
emphasis, for example, on the secretiveness of the messianic 
movement until the ultimate revelation on Good Friday and 
Easter with John’s Jesus publicly saying, “I am the bread of life” 
and “I am the resurrection”? What allowances can a literalist 
make for the growth in the tradition that occurred between the 
time of Paul and John—a period of perhaps a half century? 

Clearly these difficulties have been sensed in the past, and 
the theory of divine inspiration has been developed to counter 
this threat to inerrancy claims. The divine inspiration theory 
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suggests that the human scribes wrote as they were directed to 
write by the Holy Spirit. Whatever disharmony might be dis- 
covered to exist in the total text is then blamed on the humanity 
of the scribe, thus leaving intact the inerrancy of the ultimate 
source of the word of God. It is not a helpful argument, and is 
not normally employed until the fundamentalist’s back is 
against the wall. It is not dissimilar from the defence of those 
who claim papal infallibility when that tradition begins to sug- 
gest that what the doctrine really means is that God will not 
ultimately let the Holy Church fall into error. Errors can then be 
ascribed to some of the weaker vessels in that body’s history 
that may not have been completely in tune with this ultimate 
source of divine truth. Such ideas may be ingenious, but they 
do not finally hold water. 

To our knowledge Jesus never wrote a single word save for 
the time he is reported to have written in the dirt, in the epi- 
sode involving the woman taken in adultery (John 8:6). Jesus 
was a teacher, an oral communicator. With no written words or 
tape recorders, with a significant gap in time before the spoken 
words were written down, and with translation from the spo- 
ken Aramaic to the written Greek, just how authoritative or 
secure can one be in claiming for the New Testament a literal 
truth? Can the claim for the inerrant word of God reside with 
integrity even in this part of our Holy Scriptures? The answer 
is clearly “No!” Inerrancy is not a viable option for the serious 
Christian, even when the claim is focused narrowly on the New 
Testament. 

In a very preliminary way it is necessary to bring certain 
facts of both history and literary composition into focus. The 
formation of what we call the New Testament also went 
through a process of transition that possesses fascinating levels 
of interdependency. Like all literature, the Christian writings 
reflect the issues alive when the writing took place as well as 
the memory of the events of the past that they intend to trans- 
mit. Frequently present history will temper or modify past 
memory. 
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The New Testament’s Time Frame 


First, a grasp of the time frame behind the New Testament 
is essential to our understanding. Most scholars who work at 
fixing the date of Jesus’ birth focus on the years 8 to 4 B.c.£. This 
is determined primarily by the tradition that says Jesus was 
born during the reign of Herod. Secular records indicate that 
Herod died in the year 4 B.c.z., so the birth of Jesus is fixed 
prior to that death. There seems no reason to drift back more 
than four years from the date of Herod’s death, so the 8 to 4 
B.C.E. range emerges. ) 

The date of Jesus’ death is more difficult. A reference in 
John has a person in the crowd say, “You are not yet fifty years 
old, and have you seen Abraham?” (John 8:57). The general 
consensus in the early Christian tradition is that Jesus was in 
his early thirties when he was crucified. He was at the begin- 
ning of his ministry—thirty years of age, according to Saint 
Luke (Luke 3:23). The exact length of that ministry is uncertain, 
but one to three years is the range within which the debate is 
carried out. So, a date of around 30 c.z., with a range from 27 
to 34 c.g., is generally accepted as the fixed point to mark the 
end of his life in human history. To simplify things I will accept 
30 c.£. as the point of reference. 

Paul's first letter to the Thessalonians or his letter to the 
Galatians is thought by various scholars to be the first book 
written by a Christian that was later incorporated into the Bible. 
If it was written about 48 or 49 c.£., as scholars believe, this 
means that eighteen to nineteen years passed between the life 
of the historic Jesus and the writing of the first book of what we 
now call the New Testament. 

The last of Paul’s writings, perhaps Colossians, is dated 
about 62 c..* Paul is believed to have been put to death by the 
Emperor Nero in 64. When Paul died, not a single Gospel had 
yet been written, and at the time of Paul’s death none of the 
Pauline letters were regarded as anything more than what they 
were —treasured letters from a revered Christian leader. These 
letters certainly had not received in Paul's lifetime the status of 
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Scripture. Paul was too controversial a person for that. One has 
only to read Galatians to see that Paul was in great tension with 
both Peter and the leaders of the Jerusalem church and to 
know, therefore, that his words could not have been thought of 
as “Bible,” much less inerrant. The Book of Acts, written some 
twenty to twenty-five years after Paul’s death, still bristles with 
accounts of this tension. 

Between Paul and the Book of Acts, which purports to de- 
scribe Paul’s activity, there is an irreconcilable gap—not just in 
time, but in context. Paul defended his apostolic status by 
claiming to be an eyewitness to the resurrection. The Easter 
appearance to Paul, he argued, differed in no way from the 
Easter appearances to other disciples save in that his was 
last—to one born out of due season. The Book of Acts, how- 
ever, portrays Paul’s conversion not as a resurrection experi- 
ence but as a vision on the road to Damascus. In Acts this is a 
vivid narrative. It seems peculiar, though, that Paul never men- 
tions it. Paul never refers to the road to Damascus. He never 
speaks of Ananias, whom Acts claims to have been instrumen- 
tal in Paul’s baptism. One wonders if Paul would have recog- 
nized the Damascus road experience or whether this met some 
of Luke’s own journalistic and apologetic needs. At the very 
least, the reader of the Bible has to face this conflict, assign the 
weight of probability to one or the other, and, above all, rec- 
ognize that it would be the second century before either Paul or 
Acts would begin to be thought of as Bible. 

Placing Paul’s writings accurately in Christian history as 
antecedent to any other part of the New Testament leads us to 
wonder just how much we have distorted Paul’s meanings by 
unconsciously allowing the Gospels to color Paul’s words. 
Have we noticed that Paul seems to know nothing of Jesus’ 
supernatural birth? Jesus was, says Paul, “descended from 
David according to the flesh and designated Son of God in 
power according to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection 
from the dead” (Rom. 1:3, 4). It is also interesting to note that 
Paul overwhelmingly uses a passive verb, “was raised,” to de- 
scribe the resurrection. His image of resurrection appears to be 
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much more exaltation into heaven than a resuscitation back to 
this life. Paul even goes so far as to say that flesh and blood 
cannot inherit the Kingdom of Heaven, which surely must give 
pause to those who assert that the resurrection must be a phys- 
ical event in history. 

Paul’s date of conversion is placed by the vast majority of 
Christian scholars no earlier than one year after the crucifixion 
and no later than six years. The fact remains that Paul, whom 
no one believes to have been an eyewitness to the life of Jesus 
and who wrote in Greek (which Paul spoke and wrote flu- 
ently), was the first Christian to place into writing what later 
came to be regarded as Scripture. This fact, in and of itself, 
should make humble the excessive claims for the Bible of many 
well-intentioned Christians. Furthermore, since Paul could not 
possibly write about that which he had neither seen nor heard, 
he had to write about what he had been told, and what he had 
experienced in those days after the events of the first Easter. 
Yet very little of what we know about Jesus is recorded in Paul. 
That comes to us through the Gospels, and that fact stretches 
our time span between Jesus and written records significantly. 

Biblical scholars are today fairly unanimous in according to 
Mark the status of being the oldest Gospel. Mark is usually 
dated no earlier than 65 c.£. and no later than 75. This means 
that before the first Gospel was written, thirty-five to forty-five 
years had passed since the life of this historic Jesus came to an 
end. Mark, however, included only a portion of the events in 
the life of Jesus and the words of Jesus that form the biblical 
heritage of Christian people. 

When we move from Mark to the other Gospel writers, we 
move farther and farther away from the Jesus of history. Mat- 
thew, usually dated near the midpoint of the 80s, appears to 
have been written in Antioch. The Gospel of Luke, along with 
its second volume, the Book of Acts, is thought to be the work 
of an evangelist who lived in Caesarea and who produced his 
monumental work sometime between the years 83 and 90. 
John’s date is more debated than any other book in the New 
Testament, but a general consensus is that the final form of the 
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Fourth Gospel appeared around the turn of the century. This 
means that we have to reckon with thirty-five to seventy years 
between the life and spoken words of Jesus and the written 
versions of that life that recorded firmly those words. A thirty- 
five- to seventy-year gap, when added to the fact of translation 
from Aramaic to Greek, presents a literal view of the Bible with 
insurmountable problems. 


The Evangelists: Their Styles and Audiences 


A second problem for this literal view arises in the reali- 
zation that the Gospels also reflect different perspectives and 
abilities on the part of the authors and reveal quite distinct 
audiences to which each is addressed. The gospel message of 
each is shaped dramatically by these two considerations. Mark, 
for example, used the Greek language very poorly. His syntax 
was often confusing, and occasionally he ended sentences with 
dangling participles. 

Luke, on the other hand, was a master of the Greek lan- 
guage. Jerome, who translated the Bible into the Latin Vulgate 
in the fourth century, called the author of the Third Gospel “the 
most polished” of all the evangelists in the use of Greek. It is 
not surprising, therefore, to discover in comparing Mark with 
Luke that Luke frequently cleaned up Mark’s bad grammar. 
When speaking of the widow’s mite, Mark wrote rather cum- 
bersomely “everything she had her whole living” (Mark 12:44). 
Luke, perhaps appalled at that sentence structure, edited it in 
his Gospel to read “all the living that she had” (Luke 21:4). 
Mark began one episode by saying “and a great multitude from 
Galilee followed; also from Judea and Jerusalem and Idumea 
and from beyond the Jordan and from about Tyre and Sidon” 
(Mark 3:7, 8). Luke could not stand that, so he altered Mark in 
his Gospel to read “and a great multitude of people from all 
Judea and Jerusalem and the seacoast of Tyre and Sidon who 
came to hear him” (Luke 6:17). It was as if Luke was a professor 
grading a first-year student’s thesis. Sometimes it was more 
than he could bear. 
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Matthew, sensitive to the pious tradition of his primarily 
Jewish audience that the holy name of God was not to be spo- 
ken, regularly changed Mark’s phrase “the Kingdom of God” to 
the more acceptable “the Kingdom of Heaven.” 

Luke, writing as a gentile to an audience that was primarily 
gentile, systematically deleted from Mark words and names 
that would not be familiar to non-Jewish readers. In Luke you 
will not find such semitic words as Boanerges, the Aramaic word 
meaning “sons of thunder” applied to the sons of Zebedee, or 
Iscariot, thought by some scholars to be a reference to the 
Judean village of Kerioth that came in time to be thought of as 
part of the betrayer’s name. Semitic words like Abba (father) 
and Hosannah (we pray) do not appear in Luke. Rabbi, for Luke, 
became master, and Satan became the devil. Once more it be- 
comes obvious that neither Matthew nor Luke regarded Mark 
as inerrant. 

It is fascinating, furthermore, to see how both Luke and 
Matthew used the Markan material. Matthew recorded 600 of 
the 661 verses of Mark in his Gospel. He accepted Mark’s basic 
style and framework and then added to, editorialized on, and 
expanded Mark. Luke, on the other hand, used only about half 
of Mark. When he had in a different source a similar version of 
an episode in the life of Jesus recorded by Mark, Luke seemed 
always to prefer his alternative material. When he used Mark, 
he used large sections, which he inserted into his narrative 
with only editorial, not substantial, revision. Furthermore, both 
Luke and Matthew brought into written form a vast amount of 
material that perhaps had not achieved written form before. At 
the very least, it had not achieved a written form that would 
survive. 


Disagreement Among the Gospels 


A third problem for the literal view comes when there is 
disagreement among the evangelists about events in the life of 
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Jesus. Was the cleansing of the temple an event at the begin- 
ning of Jesus’ ministry as John asserts (John 2:13-17), or was 
this an event of the last week of his life as Matthew (Matt. 
21:12, 13), Mark (Mark 11:15-19), and Luke (Luke 19:45—48) 
maintain? Did the miraculous catch of fish occur in the Galilean 
phase of Jesus’ ministry as Luke records (Luke 5:4-7), or was it 
an account of a postresurrection event as John maintains John 
21:4-8)? Did the public ministry of Jesus last one year as the 
synoptics suggest, or was it three years as John asserts? Was 
the last supper the Passover meal as Matthew (Matt. 26:17ff), 
Mark (Mark 14:12ff), and Luke (Luke 22:17ff) prefer, or a prep- 
aration for the Passover as the Fourth Gospel believes (John 
13:1-9, 12-16)? 

These are but a few of the contradictory references in the 
biblical text itself that resist reconciliation and that make diffi- 
cult to impossible a literal, inerrant approach to Scripture. 


The Source Discoveries of Modern Scholarship 


Once we are willing to lay aside literalism, new possibilities 
do begin to open before us. The thirty-five- to seventy-year gap 
between Jesus and the written Gospels can be probed with ex- 
citing results. Scholars in the last 150 years have in fact discov- 
ered some bright new insights in that dark and quiet period of 
what was assumed to be a period of oral history. Foremost 
among these insights has been the recovery of an ancient doc- 
ument, or documents, that underlie both Matthew and Luke. 

This lost work, which for convenience I shall treat as a 
single work, is called Quelle—the German word for “source” 
—and it was discovered when the form-critical period of biblical 
scholarship was born. (By “form-critical” I mean that aspect of 
biblical scholarship that seeks to isolate the building blocks 
used by the Evangelist to create his final product.) Scholars first 
recognized significant portions of Mark in both Matthew and 
Luke. When Mark was deleted from the text of the other two 
Gospels, an amazing phenomenon became visible for the first 
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time: even without Mark, there were still some two hundred 
verses of Matthew and Luke that bore a striking similarity. 
These verses mostly involved the teachings of Jesus. Sometimes 
the resemblance was slight, such as in the account of the giving 
of the Lord’s Prayer, where the “Our Father who art in heaven” 
for Matthew is simply “Father” in Luke. The Beatitudes in Mat- 
thew appear to be spiritualized when compared with the Be- 
atitudes in Luke. Matthew has Jesus say, “Blessed are the poor 
in spirit” (Matt. 5:3) and “blessed are those who hunger and 
thirst for righteousness” (Matt. 5:6), while Luke quotes Jesus as 
saying, “Blessed are you poor” (Luke 6:20) and “Blessed are 
you that hunger now” (Luke 6:21). Furthermore, Matthew has 
Jesus deliver these words on the mountaintop, while Luke says 
they were spoken only when Jesus “came down with them and 
stood on a level place” (Luke 6:17). 

At other times, however, material is all but identical, in- 
cluding the account of the temptation of Jesus (Matt. 4:1-11; 
Luke 4:1-13), the discourse on the Pharisees (Matt. 23:13-36; 
Luke 14:42-45), and the teaching on loving one’s enemies 
(Matt. 4:43-48; Luke 6:27, 28, 32-35). 

Since there is no reason to believe that either Matthew or 
Luke knew of the existence of the other, the conclusion 
emerges that they must have had a common written source. 
Once this source was identified, it was subjected to enor- 
mous scrutiny. The Dutch Roman Catholic scholar Edward 
Schillebeeckx now suggests that “Q” had three editorial phases 
—an Aramaic phase, a Jewish-Christian phase, and a gentile 
phase. It appears to represent a primitive written source that 
could carry us back into the early part of the sixth decade of the 
Christian era (50-55 c.£.) for some of the words of Jesus or to 
within twenty to twenty-five years of the historic Jesus.° 

Once Q was removed from both Matthew and Luke, there 
still remained a substantial amount of material in each Gospel. 
This material peculiar to the Gospel of Matthew was called M 
and the material peculiar to Luke was called L. There is no 
suggestion that either M or L is from a single source, or even 
always a written source. In all probability it represents in each 
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Gospel a series of sources perhaps both written and oral. This 
material gives each Gospel a unique and special flavor. 

Once this material was isolated, some other fascinating in- 
sights appeared. There seems to be a more than coincidental 
affinity between that material peculiar to Luke (L) and the 
Fourth Gospel. For example, both L and John agree that there 
were two apostles named Judas (Luke 6:16; John 14:22). Both 
suggest that the act of betrayal occurred because Satan entered 
Judas, making Judas less responsible (Luke 22:3; John 13:2). 
Both record the episode in which the slave of the high priest 
has his ear cut off at the arrest of Jesus (Luke 22:50; John 18:10). 
Both record Pilate denying Jesus’ guilt on three occasions (Luke 
23:4, 14, 20; John 19:4, 6, 12). Both are aware of a close rela- 
tionship among Mary and Martha and Jesus, but there are no 
common illustrations of this friendship included in either Gos- 
pel. There is not sufficient identity to suggest that John was 
leaning on Luke, but only that a major portion of the special 
Lucan material was part of a tradition with which John was also 
familiar. 

With Q we may probe that shadowy period between the 
life of Jesus and the writings of the Gospels and perhaps shrink 
it from thirty-five to seventy years down to twenty-five to sev- 
enty years. Next, the study of the Gospels reveals that each of 
them has only one continuous narrative: the passion story that 
carries us from the Palm Sunday procession to Easter. It is rea- 
sonable to argue that this passion narrative, so much at the 
heart of each of the Gospel narratives, could have achieved an 
earlier written form for use in worship in each of the major 
metropolitan centers. Each Gospel is identified with a different 
center: Mark with Rome, Matthew with Antioch, Luke with 
Caesarea, and John with Ephesus. The differences that appear 
in each of the passion stories may reflect the differences that 
were present in the local urban churches. If this is so, there is 
at least the possibility that parts of the passion narratives could 
have been placed into a semipermanent written form even as 
early as the 40s. This is speculative, however, and we can get 
no closer than this. 
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This analysis of the written sources behind the Gospels is 
far too sketchy and brushes ever so lightly over issues to which 
scholars have devoted lifetimes. It represents, nevertheless, 
significantly more information than most lay people have ever 
been given, strange as this possibility may seem. Obviously, 
it also still leaves us with important questions about the trust- 
worthiness of this primary source of the Christian tradition in 
regard to the literalness of the details. If we deal with this ma- 
terial honestly, we will have to journey far more deeply into the 
meaning of biblical truth than most people in this genera- 
tion of Christians, either fundamentalists or liberals, seem will- 
ing to do. 


From Oral Vignettes to Written Canon 


There is, however, one more step that we can take. It is a 
step from written sources into oral history. The material in the 
New Testament is written and therefore frozen into a more-or- 
less permanent form, with some fragments of it (the passion 
stories) perhaps being written ten or so years after Jesus’ life; 
perhaps a few more fragments (the Q material) twenty years or 
so after Jesus’ life; significantly more (the Markan narrative) 
thirty-five to forty-five years afterward; and the Johanine ma- 
terial as much as seventy years afterward. 

But since the Gospel writers did not create the material they 
incorporated, we must look at that period of history in which 
this material existed only in oral form being passed verbally 
from person to person or from an itinerant preacher to various 
congregations. It was not cohesive material. It existed rather in 
various segments, called “pericopae.” These were not generally 
related to a time or a place in Jesus’ life but stood as solitary 
vignettes that circulated in their isolated splendor. These var- 
ious pericopae have been identified as pronouncement stories, 
designed to preserve a saying of the Lord; miracle stories, 
which included both healing and nature miracles; parables; sto- 
ries about Jesus; and isolated sayings. The only biographical 
framework that Matthew, Mark, and Luke seemed to be aware 


88 


of was that Jesus began his public life in Galilee, that he ended 
it in Jerusalem, and that to get from Galilee to Jerusalem one 
must undergo a journey. So these Gospels are divided into a 
Galilean phase, a journey phase, and a Jerusalem, or final 
events, phase. The various isolated episodes from Jesus’ life are 
hung upon this framework the way one might hang ornaments 
on a Christmas tree. The placement matters little. When you 
decorate the tree another year, you might hang each of the 
ornaments in a totally different place. The tree would still be 
beautiful, however, for each episode was complete in and of 
itself. It would also communicate a similar total message. 

In this manner, the content that later was to be written 
floated freely in the early Christian communities. At some point 
it underwent translation from Aramaic into Greek. What was 
lost here nobody will ever know. In time many parts of this oral 
tradition were not repeated and were therefore forgotten. What 
jewels fell by the wayside here will never be recovered. Inev- 
itably in time the content of the oral tradition was bent and 
shaped by the need to speak to and to accommodate the pres- 
sures and experiences being undergone in the living commu- 
nity of Christianity itself. When authors did begin to write, 
they certainly shaped their accounts in terms of the needs and 
sensitivities of their audiences. 

Finally the pattern of written Gospels took shape. There 
were in time far more than the four Gospels that now adorn 
Bibles. There was the Gospel of Peter, the Gospel of James, the 
Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of the Hebrews, and many oth- 
ers. But in the middle of the second century, a group of Chris- 
tian leaders, under pressure from a man named Marcion, sat 
down and decided what books would be included in the vol- 
ume that would be known as sacred Scripture. They chose Mat- 
thew, Mark, Luke, and John from among the available Gospels, 
Acts from among the various books depicting the early history 
of the Christian church, and the body of epistles by Paul (Ro- 
mans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, Philemon, 
and Colossians) and others, like Ephesians, Hebrews, Timothy, 
and Titus (written probably between 70 to 90 c.z.) that they 
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thought were Pauline but that in fact have turned out, in all 
probability, not to be. Then a series of letters claiming to be by 
Peter, James, John, and Jude were added (probably none of 
them were authentic). Finally they chose the Book of Revelation 
with its vision of the heavenly Jerusalem, written in the per- 
secution of the tenth decade of the Christian era, to close their 
sacred story. The New Testament had come into being. 

A literal transcript of the words of Jesus it was not. Au- 
thoritative in the life of the early church it certainly became. 
Indeed, it froze some things into existence that would in time 
embarrass the Christian church. But there it was, a written ac- 
count of the beginnings of Christianity. 

It remains for us to determine how this ancient book with 
its antiquated assumptions can feed and sustain us today. Be- 
cause I believe that the Bible is so important, I feel compelled 
first to search for the truth of this book and then to free that 
truth, so that it is available to this generation. Such a study of 
the Bible has always given me both joy and insight and has 
made this book possess for me a magnetic attraction. There is 
yet far more to embrace, so the story moves on. 
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The Man from Tarsus 


The Message of the Man from Tarsus 


I wish those who unsettle you would mutilate themselves! 
(Gal. 5:12) 


Look out for the dogs, look out for the evil-workers, look out 
for those who mutilate the flesh. (Phil. 3:2) 


Slaves, obey in everything those who are your earthly mas- 
ters, not with eye service, as men pleasers, but in singleness 
of heart. (Col. 3:22) 


If any one will not work, let him not eat. (2 Thess. 3:10) 


Wives, be subject to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord. 
(Col. 3:18) 


... Let her wear a veil. For a man ought not to cover his 
head, since he is the image and glory of God; but woman is 
the glory of man. (Neither was man created for woman, but 
woman for man.) (1 Cor. 11:6-9) 


If any one is preaching to you a gospel contrary to that which 
you received, let him be accursed. (Gal. 1:9) 


God gave them [the Jews] a spirit of stupor, eyes that should 
not see and ears that should not hear, down to this very day. 
(Rom. 11:8) 


It is shameful for a woman to speak in church. (1 Cor. 14:35) 


I magnify my ministry in order to make my fellow Jews jeal- 
ous, and thus save some of them. (Rom. 11:13, 14). 
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Is this the Word of the Lord? As such, these verses would 
certainly present us in this age with problems. But these words 
make no claim to be the words of God. They are rather the 
words of Paul, a first-century Jewish convert to Christianity, 
lifted verbatim out of his voluminous correspondence. There is 
no doubt but that this man Paul was a powerful shaping in- 
fluence on Christianity. There is also no doubt but that he was 
passionate, specific, complex, emotional, frail, controversial, 
self-centered, and human. He was a pioneering missionary fig- 
ure who felt an intense vocation to be the apostle of Christ to 
the gentiles. As such, he lived upon that edge of prejudice and 
hostility that always accompanies the crossing of a boundary. 

The Jews had survived the traumas of their national history 
by developing a powerfully protective shell that secured them 
against an alien and hostile world. In the service of that shell, 
they had constructed interpretive layers that justified the stance 
of isolation. Jews did not eat, intermarry, fraternize, or worship 
with gentiles. Such practices as circumcision, dietary regula- 
tions, and Sabbath observances set off the Jewish people from 
the world as distinct, unique, and even odd. Thus separatism 
also served the Jews’ survival needs and kept them alive as a 
recognizable ethnic group. The binding force on Jewish identity 
was the Torah. 

So it was that when, in the first century, a Jewish teacher 
named Paul of Tarsus moved outside this defining religious 
system and began to question it in the light of a different ex- 
perience, he loosed the fear, anxiety, insecurity, national pride, 
and immense hostility that ultimately cost him his life. Before 
he died, however, he had built a new structure that possessed 
Jewish roots but that also opened his followers to the startling 
possibility of a universal community. In time that community 
would enshrine the letters of this man within the corpus of its 
own sacred story and call them Holy Scripture. Then the line 
that divided the words of this Paul from what was thought to 
be the Word of God would begin to fade. 

Among the things lost by this confusion of Paul with God 
would be the intense humanity of this great first-century figure 
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and the shape of the significant issues that he engaged. Out- 
side the heat of his conflict, his words had already lost some of 
their meaning, for they were but one side of the debate. And 
when his words became frozen as sacred Scripture, the cultural 
accretions and scientific presuppositions became fixed in their 
first-century context. As time moved on and values changed 
and knowledge of the universe increased, the words of Paul 
would begin to sink into historical irrelevance, where, unless 
freed from this literal bondage, they might finally lose their 
power completely and thus disappear. 

Because I believe those words to be in touch with some- 
thing eternal, transcendent, and holy, I want to rescue them 
from the hands of those who by claiming too much will finally 
accomplish too little. If the words of Paul cannot be broken 
loose from the cultural accretions and presuppositions of a first- 
century mind-set, they will never speak to this generation. 

Some Christians who treasure the Bible will feel that my 
efforts in this enterprise will be only destructive. They will not 
recognize that although I work from a different perspective, I 
love this book no less than they. I am concerned, however, as 
a Christian facing the twenty-first century that my holy book 
presents me with the portrait of a man who believes that in 
religious conflict those who disagree with him should be 
cursed. He also appears to many to belittle women, affirm slav- 
ery, and express some measure of antisemitic hostility. Such an 
author is not likely to be looked upon as significant in today’s 
world. Yet I believe the message of Paul, freed from its literal 
distortion, can still speak with power to the human experience. 
I write to realize that potentiality. 


What Did Paul Himself Write? 


The list of Paul's letters that are regarded as authentic does 
not include all of the letters attributed to Paul. He certainly did 
not write the Epistle to the Hebrews, despite its title “The Epis- 
tle of Paul to the Hebrews” in the King James Bible. The 
vocabulary, thought forms, and conclusions of that book are 
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simply not Pauline. He did not write those words we call the 
pastoral Epistles, 1 and 2 Timothy, and Titus. They appear to 
have been written well after Paul’s death, for they reflect a 
structure in the Christian church that did not exist in Paul’s 
time. The issues with which these letters deal are also not the 
issues that were abroad during Paul's lifetime. Most scholars do 
not believe Paul wrote Ephesians. That letter seems to have 
been written by Pauline disciples in the generation after Paul’s 
death, perhaps as an introductory piece to a collection of Paul’s 
authentic letters that began to circulate around the Mediterra- 
nean world. There is even some doubt that Colossians 1s Pau- 
line though this is a minority viewpoint. 

The letters that Paul did write are Galatians, 1 and 2 
Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Romans, Philemon, and 
Philippians and probably Colossians. Even within this corpus 
there is more refining to do. The sixteenth chapter of Romans 
is not always regarded as part of the original letter to the Chris- 
tians of that pivotal city in Italy, and an internal analysis of the 
two letters to the church in Corinth reveals that there were 
probably as many as four letters to the Corinthians with pieces 
of the first and third now incorporated into what we call 2 
Corinthians.’ 

A further complication is presented by the Book of Acts, 
written by the author of the Third Gospel some twenty to thirty 
years after Paul’s death. Paul was the hero of much of this first 
history of the Christian church, and most people have had their 
image of Paul created for them primarily by Acts. Yet the Book 
of Acts seems to have had no knowledge whatsoever of the 
Pauline Epistles. Furthermore, in Acts there are the dramatic 
stories of Paul’s various journeys, his appearance before Festus, 
Felix, and Agrippa, and his actual journey to Rome; these are 
nowhere referred to by Paul. An adventure story told in nar- 
rative form is more colorful and more memorable than letters, 
which are always monologues that present only half of the in- 
tended conversation. 

Yet the aforementioned omissions combined with major 
discrepancies between Acts and the Pauline corpus raise sig- 
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nificant questions of accuracy. For example, the apostolic coun- 
cil described in Acts 15 cannot be reconciled with Paul’s de- 
scription of the resolution of the same issues in Galatians 2. 
Paul’s writings reveal that he spent two to three years in 
Ephesus, but the Acts narrative reveals only striking isolated 
episodes. A comparison of the Damascus road conversion 
story, which Acts records no less than three times, with what 
is probably Paul’s account of his conversion in 2 Cor. 12:1-5 is 
particularly striking. Paul here tells the story of the man caught 
up into “the third heaven” to hear “things that cannot be told, 
which man may not utter.” 

An analysis of the Book of Acts will reveal that its author 
wrote long after the major controversies in Paul’s life had 
faded. Jerusalem had fallen to the Roman armed forces in 70 
c.E., and the temple had been razed. From that day until 1948, 
the Jewish people of the world would not have a homeland. 
The power of the Jewish Christians in the burgeoning Christian 
church diminished sharply when its center in Jerusalem was 
destroyed, and increasingly the Christian movement became a 
gentile movement, which of course meant that Paul’s struggle 
to enable gentiles to find a place inside Christianity became an 
issue of antiquity. It lost its emotion, its vehemence, and its 
passion. For these reasons, when Acts and the Pauline corpus 
are in conflict, the weight of evidence seems to lie with Paul. 
Consequently, in this attempt to re-create Paul of Tarsus, I will 
rely primarily on the writings of Paul himself. 

Paul is a (perhaps the) primary witness in the shaping of the 
Christian revelation. He penned his words at a time when there 
were no written Gospels to feed his memory or to create his 
images. His epistles came during the oral period of Christian 
history, when there was no one authoritative source of written 
kerygma (the apostolic proclamation). As I have mentioned in 
chapter 6, the source known as Q and various portions of the 
passion narrative may have been committed to writing before 
Paul wrote. But we cannot be certain of this, nor do we have 
any way of knowing that Paul had access to them even if these 
portions of the tradition were written. These facts create an 
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interpretive problem for modern expositors of Paul. Our minds 
have been so shaped and informed by the Gospel content that 
we do not recognize how frequently we read Paul through the 
eyes of the Gospels. We need to embrace the fact that none of 
Paul's first readers read him this way, for in their lives there 
were as yet no Gospels. To interpret Paul accurately we need to 
put ourselves into that first-century pre-gospel frame of ref- 
erence and to hear Paul in fresh and authentic ways. When 
one does this the insights into the primitive Christian experi- 
ence are startling and challenging, as I hope to point out. First, 
however, we need to pull together the biographical material 
available to us in Paul’s writings and seek to bring this unique 
person into clear historic focus. 


Who Was This Man Paul? 


Paul was a Jew born in the province of Cilicia in Asia Mi- 
nor. In the ancient world Tarsus had been the seat of Hittite 
power and later a center of a Persian satrapy. During the Hel- 
lenistic period it had remained an important city that some an- 
cient writers said actually rivaled Athens and Alexandria as 
a place of learning.* Like most cities in the Mediterranean 
world, Tarsus had a Jewish colony. How and when Paul’s fam- 
ily arrived there we do not know. This colony supported the 
Jewish temple in Jerusalem with two drachmas for every Jewish 
male in their exiled community paid to the temple annually. 
They possessed a synagogue, where they worshiped regularly, 
which means, of course, that more than ten Jewish males had 
to be present. 

Young Saul, which was Paul’s Jewish name, was undoubt- 
edly taken to the synagogue regularly. The synagogue services 
began with the Shema: “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God is 
one Lord.” It continued with prayers and readings of portions 
of the Law and the prophets, usually from the Septuagint (the 
Greek version of the Jewish Scriptures). There would also be a 
sermon, typically assigned to any competent male in the con- 
gregation. The synagogue had administrative officers but no 
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official priesthood. The ancient Jewish hope that God would 
raise up a king in the Davidic line to restore Israel to its destiny 
as God’s elect was inevitably part of the milieu of that com- 
munity. These were shaping influences in the life of the young 
Paul. 

Paul’s family had some status in Tarsus and perhaps even 
some wealth. His father, who was of the ancient tribe of Ben- 
jamin, had acquired Roman citizenship, whether as a reward 
for some service rendered or by purchasing it we do not know. 
But, as C. H. Dodd notes, a person who writes of himself as 
“laboring with my own hands” (1 Cor. 4:12) is hardly one who 
was born to manual labor.’ Yet it was the custom for every 
person to have a trade, and Paul was trained as a tent maker. 
When Paul talked about his upbringing, it is clear that he was 
introduced to the Law early and rigorously. “Circumcised on 
the eighth day; ... as to the law, a Pharisee, . . . as to righ- 
teousness under the law, blameless” (Phil 3:4-6). It would have 
been typical for a prominent Jewish family from Tarsus to send 
their son to Jerusalem to complete his education. Perhaps then 
it is true, as the Book of Acts suggests, that Paul studied under 
Gamaliel, the learned and respected member of the Sanhedrin 
(Acts 22:3). But whether accurate or not, Paul’s letters reveal a 
passion for the Law, a knowledge of the Hebrew Scriptures, 
and a rabbinical style both in the use of texts and in bursts of 
rhetorical questions and even some oratorical diatribes. 

Paul spoke and wrote Greek fluently, but with the inclusion 
of many second-hand semitisms. His writing style, however, 
was the style of a speaker. He hardly ever used a period; only 
dashes. Sometimes his sentences would be so long, with so 
many parenthetical thoughts thrown in, that a reader would 
forget what the subject of the sentence was before reaching the 
verb. His writing had the rhythm of the spoken word, but he 
did reach heights of almost poetic elegance in such passages as 
1 Corinthians 13 and Rom. 8:31-39. 

Whatever else can be said about Paul, one certainly must 
acknowledge that on his scale of values the Law, the Torah, 
and his religious traditions were supreme. By this Law he 
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lived, defined himself, shaped his life, and sought his ultimate 
meaning. Of himself he says, “I advanced in Judaism beyond 
many of my own age among my people, so extremely zealous 
was I for the tradition of my fathers” (Gal. 1:14). It is easy to 
understand how such a person would respond with fear and 
anger’ if a movement arose that threatened the supremacy or 
authenticity of this controlling value system. 

When one discovers religious intensity this pronounced, 
one certainly must look at what personal needs are being sat- 
isfied, thus fueling the zeal of the religious devotee. Since 
Paul’s religion gave him a sense of identity and meaning, one 
wonders what the source of the anxiety was that this imposed 
identity kept in check, or where the lack of self-worth came 
from that made the imposed meaning so powerful. Paul cov- 
ered his insecurity with an exaggerated need to excel. There 
was in Jewish folklore a tradition that if one Jewish male could 
keep the entire Jewish Law for one twenty-four-hour period, 
the Kingdom of God would come. Paul was so constituted that 
it would occur to him to think that he might be the one. We will 
examine this aspect of Paul in detail later, but suffice it for now 
to recognize that there is great frustration at work in an inse- 
cure perfectionist. 

Paul’s writings reveal the combination of intense levels of 
self-negativity covered by intensely cultivated images of supe- 
riority. At first these forces fed Paul’s devotion to Judaism at 
the same time that they created his defensiveness. Subse- 
quently these forces became operative in his later devotion to 
and understanding of the gospel. But whatever was the source 
of Paul’s anxiety, the rise of the Christian movement within 
Judaism threatened Paul’s security and identity so severely that 
he responded by becoming a persecutor of this movement. Per- 
secution is always revealing. One does not persecute some- 
thing that does not scare, and it cannot scare unless it has 
appeal. Conversion in such a person is always dramatic. Earlier 
convictions, passionately held, cannot be passionately aban- 
doned without a volcanic internal crisis. Paul recounted his ca- 
reer aS a persecutor (1 Cor. 15:9; Gal. 1:12ff, 1:22). And when 
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his energies were directed to Christian ends, the intensity, pas- 
sion, and single-mindedness of his personality were not dimin- 
ished. He became an apostle in a manner no less consuming of 
his life. In one of his works he elaborated the various traumas 
he had undergone for the sake of the gospel. They included 
imprisonment, beatings, and near death. 


Five times | have received at the hands of the Jews the forty 
lashes less one. Three times I have been shipwrecked; a night 
and a day | have been adrift at sea; on frequent journeys, in 
danger from rivers, danger from robbers, danger from my 
own people, danger from gentiles, danger in the city, danger 
in the wilderness, danger at sea, danger from false brethren; 
in toil and hardship, through many a sleepless night, in hun- 
ger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure. 
And, apart from other things, there is the daily pressure upon 
me of my anxiety for all the churches. (2 Cor. 11:24~28) 


This was a man of passion, power, commitment, and energy. 

What did Paul look like? From Paul himself we have only 
one descriptive verse, where he was actually relating words his 
critics had used. “His bodily presence is weak, and his speech 
of no account” (2 Cor. 10:10). Later in that same epistle, he 
defended himself by saying, “Even if I am unskilled in speak- 
ing, I am not in knowledge” (2 Cor. 11:6). The Book of Acts 
suggested that the people at Lystra mistook Barnabas and Paul 
for gods. Barnabas was identified with Zeus, which would 
seem to point to a physical impressiveness, since Zeus was the 
king of the gods. Paul was identified with Hermes (Mercury), 
the messenger god who was depicted usually as small, wiry, 
and verbal (Acts 14:8ff). A late second-century document en- 
titled The Acts of Paul and Thecla referred to Paul as small in 
stature, bald headed, bow legged, vigorous, with meeting eye- 
brows and a slightly hooked nose, but we cannot trust this 
source for accuracy.* 

By Paul’s reckoning in the Epistle to the Galatians, his con- 
version occurred seventeen years prior to the writing of that 
epistle. During that time he went away to Arabia, returned to 
Damascus, then went up to Jerusalem for fifteen days to visit 
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Cephas, during which time he saw none of the other apostles 
except James, the Lord’s brother. Then he journeyed to Syria 
and Cilicia and resided for fourteen years before going back to 
Jerusalem again with Barnabas and Titus (Gal. 15-21). When 
these figures are put together, the time of Paul’s conversion is 
located somewhere in the early to mid-30s, depending of 
course on the date finally recognized as the date of Jesus’ final 
days. Adolph Harnack, the great church historian of the nine- 
teenth century, is still regarded as authoritative when he dates 
that conversion between one and six years following the life of 
Jesus. 

Paul’s career as a missionary does not seem to have begun 
earlier than the late 40s. No evidence points to any direct 
knowledge of the earthly Jesus on the part of this man. What 
he knew of Jesus he seems to have gotten through the oral 
tradition at the feet of itinerant preachers, from the various 
apostles, or from disciples of the apostles. John son of Zebedee, 
Mark, and Luke all appear in the letters of Paul as names of 
those with whom he had more than just a casual relationship 
(Gal. 2:9; Col. 4:14; Philem. v. 23; Col. 4:10). 


Paul’s Opinion and Assumptions 


Paul was not a universal man. He was indeed a man of his 
times. He reflected the common assumptions of his day, as- 
sumptions that time has eroded badly. For Paul, women were 
clearly inferior. Yet he could say in Galatians that in Christ 
“there is neither male nor female” (Gal. 3:28), and these words 
occur in his powerful argument to demonstrate the inclusive- 
ness of all people, especially the gentiles, in the Christian 
movement. He also, in this same passage, said that “in Christ 
there is neither slave nor free.” The fact remains that Paul ac- 
cepted uncritically the patriarchal attitude of his day toward 
women and the cultural reality of the institution of slavery. 

Paul was not married. He viewed women with something 
less than enthusiasm. He justified his unmarried status on the 
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basis of the imminent apocalypse (1 Cor. 7:25). He stated, “It is 
well for a man not to touch a woman” (1 Cor. 7:1). A woman’s 
hair fascinated him. Paul argued from nature, he said, that long 
hair was degrading for a man but pride for a woman. “We 
recognize no other practice,” he asserted, “nor do the churches 
of God” (1 Cor. 11:14-16). He exhorted women to keep silent in 
the churches “as in all the churches of the saints.” Women were 
“not permitted to speak, but should be subordinate, as even 
the law says. If there is anything they [the women] desire to 
know, let them ask their husbands at home. For it is shameful 
for a woman to speak in church” (1 Cor. 14:34-35). 

In these verses Paul revealed himself as uncritically part of 
the patriarchal system that so informed the Hebrew Scriptures. 
He has been quoted to support those opposed to the ordination 
of women to either the priesthood or the episcopacy. The ar- 
gument used by these groups asserts that a woman cannot ad- 
equately represent God at the altar, which is a not-so-subtle 
assertion that only the male has been created in God’s image. 
The female thus becomes from this perspective a subhuman 
creature, above the animals in status but lower than the lordly 
male. Obviously, with such a working definition, the preju- 
dices affiliated with second-class citizenship can be justified. 

By modern standards such attitudes are not only inade- 
quate but wrong, and they are rapidly being abandoned. Mar- 
garet Thatcher, Corazon Aquino, Sandra Day O’Connor, and 
Geraldine Ferraro, just to name a few, are illustrations of 
women achieving equality in power with men in nations that 
have been shaped by the value systems revealed in Holy Scrip- 
ture but now significantly challenged as inadequate in the 
practice of our daily lives. It is well-nigh impossible for this 
generation to believe that these Pauline ideas about women 
represent the Word of God, at least the words of a God they 
would be drawn to in worship. 

Similarly Paul accepted the institution of slavery as one of 
the facts of life. He made no effort to call slaves into freedom. 
He expressed a kind of pastoral compassion for the slaves but 
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contented himself with fine-tuning the institution of slavery 
itself, so that it might be kinder and gentler. Paul urged 
the runaway slave Onesimus to return to his master, Phile- 
mon, and therefore to bondage, with the hope that Philemon 
would treat him kindly because of his service to Paul (Philem. 
1:10ff). He enjoined the slaves in Colossae to “obey in every- 
thing those who are your earthly masters” (Col. 3:22). He bal- 
anced that admonition by urging masters to “treat your slaves 
justly and fairly, knowing that you also have a master in 
heaven” (Col. 4:1). 

Apparently for Paul justice and fairness could be achieved 
inside the system of slavery by urging kindness. Here again is 
an attitude that is difficult for this generation the world over, 
and on the lips of any politician today it would receive over- 
whelming rejection, even in a nation as violently race divided 
as South Africa. Yet for almost nineteen hundred years, slavery 
lived in the Christian West justified by an appeal to Paul and 
other biblical texts. There was not in the Christian West a suf- 
ficient moral sensitivity to challenge this inhumane institution. 
The dichotomy is best seen for me in that the most overtly 
religious section of the United States, the evangelical Bible belt 
of the South, was the place where slavery flourished and seg- 
regation, the stepchild of slavery, was clung to with tenacity 
even into the latter years of the twentieth century. 

The well-known and much-loved gospel hymn “Amazing 
Grace” was in fact penned on the deck of a slave ship with its 
writhing human cargo below struggling to survive their kid- 
napping from Africa, later to endure the cruelty of the master’s 
lash, the breakup of families, sexual violations, and all the 
other dehumanizing marks of this evil system. Yet slavery 
stands approved and accepted in the writings of the Apostle 
Paul, whose words are regarded by many Christians as the 
inerrant Word of God. A God who tolerates slavery can hardly 
be God for this generation. 

Paul also revealed a strange attitude toward legally consti- 
tuted authority. He asserted in Romans that every person was 
to 
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be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no au- 
thority except from God, and those that exist have been in- 
stituted by God. Therefore he who resists the authorities re- 
sists what God has appointed, and those who resist will incur 
judgment. For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to 
bad. Would you have no fear of him who is in authority? 
Then do what is good, and you will receive his approval, for 
he is God’s servant for your good. But if you do wrong, be 
afraid, for he does not bear the sword in vain; he is the serv- 
ant of God to execute his wrath on the wrong-doer. (Rom 
13:14) 


That may have been good advice to be given to the tiny Christian 
community living before the church emerged as a threat to the 
emperor at Rome, but from our perspective it is politically naive. 

These words have been used throughout history to justify 
the divine right of kings and political oppression of various 
types and to mute the criticism of various injustices. How 
would these words have sounded to the framers of the Magna 
Charta in 1215 c.£.? Did not the English royalists quote these 
words during the rebellion of Oliver Cromwell, and when the 
monarchy was reestablished in England under Charles II? Had 
George Washington taken these words literally would there 
have been an American revolution in 1776? Would not Benedict 
Arnold, remembered in the United States as a traitor because 
he supported the established government that ruled the colo- 
nies from London, have been accorded the honor of being one 
who properly acted on the “Word of God”? How do these 
words, if interpreted literally, sound to those who lobbied for 
and finally went to war for the abolition of slavery? What 
would be their message to the leaders of the labor movement as 
they struggled, sometimes amid violence, for fair wages and an 
end to the exploitation of men, women, and children in the 
sweatshops of the Industrial Revolution? If these words are to 
be taken literally as the very words of God, what would they 
have done to the activities of American or South African civil 
rights leaders such as Martin Luther King, Jr., James Farmer, 
James Meredith, Desmond Tutu, or Allan Boesak? Could these 
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words be the Word of God to the leaders of the Vietnam War 
protest movement, the feminist movement, or the crusade for 
gay and lesbian rights? 

Paul was a limited man captured by the worldview and 
circumstances of a vastly different time. It is the height of fool- 
ishness to try to claim eternal truth for his culturally condi- 
tioned and time-limited words. Paul’s words are not the Words 
of God. They are the words of Paul—a vast difference. Those 
who try to elevate Paul’s words into being what they cannot be 
will finally discard Paul’s words in the dustbins of antiquity. 

Paul was not a universal scholar. He was not even a good 
biblical scholar. He studied the content of his Holy Scriptures, 
but he was not as conversant with the background, history, 
and formation of the Old Testament as any graduate from an 
accredited seminary in England or the United States would be 
today. The common wisdom of Paul’s day attributed the au- 
thorship of the Torah to Moses. Paul accepted that common 
wisdom (see Rom. 9:15; 10:5; 10:19; 1 Cor. 9:9; 2 Cor. 3:15). Paul 
treated Adam as if he were as literal and historic a figure as 
Jesus of Nazareth had been (Rom. 5:14, 18). No biblical scholar 
will march today under that banner. Paul viewed Abraham in 
a similar historic fashion, dating him, rather interestingly, some 
430 years before Sinai (Gal. 3:17), which was a closer guess than 
he knew. He did use Abraham in a fascinating way to build his 
case for inclusiveness. The one whom the Jews acknowledged 
as the father of Judaism was in fact called to be the one in 
whom all nations are to be blessed, Paul’s argument went (Gal. 
3:8). This was a theme that Matthew was to pick up and use 
later, as we Shall see. 

Given Paul's level of biblical knowledge, the modern inter- 
preter of Paul must face many questions. To treat the words of 
Paul as if they are the inerrant Word of God, however, presents 
us with far more problems than it solves. Such a claim suggests 
that to be a Christian requires the abdication of the mind to 
cultural patterns long since abandoned. 

One could point further to such debates as to whether or 
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not Christians should eat meat that had been offered to idols, 
which exercised Paul’s mind so frequently. One could also look 
at Paul’s view of angels and demons that shaped passages in 
his writing such as, “If with Christ you died to the elemental 
spirits of the universe, why do you live as if you still belonged 
to the world?” (Col. 2:20); or “For I am convinced that neither 
death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, . . . nor powers, 
nor height, nor depth, . . . will be able to separate us from the 
love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom. 8:38-39). He spoke 
of Satan “preventing him” (1 Thess. 2:18) from coming to visit 
the Thessalonians. This was for Paul not a literary device but a 
fully developed belief system that enabled him to take spiritual 
forces quite literally. These supernatural spirits were, for Paul, 
responsible even for the crucifixion (1 Cor. 2:8). 

The attitudes that shaped Paul’s writing have long ago been 
abandoned. If Paul’s writing is to be literalized, the assump- 
tions and presuppositions he made are impossible to separate 
from his words. His assumptions and presuppositions are 
clearly dated and, as such, are increasingly difficult for us to 
accept. How can Christians living in today’s world abandon 
Paul’s underlying assumptions and still relate to Paul’s words 
as if somehow they have captured a timeless truth? This is our 
task. 

Paul cannot be taken literally. He did not write the Word of 
God. He wrote the words of Paul, a particular, limited, frail 
human being. But he had contact with a powerful experience 
that changed his life, and his changed life was instrumental in 
changing millions of other lives throughout the years of Chris- 
tian history. Can we use his words to get into the power of his 
experience? Can we participate in that experience and know 
something of that life-giving power? Can we then translate that 
power into words that do communicate in our day with as- 
sumptions and presuppositions that are in touch with reality as 
we know it? 

What was Christ for Paul? Can the Christ who is the reality 
pointed to by all of Paul’s words still be Christ for us? What did 


105 


resurrection mean to Paul? Can we meet and know that power 
of resurrection? What was the meaning of grace for Paul? Can 
we enter the grace experience that changed Paul’s life? These 
are the questions to which our attention must now be drawn if 
we are to’sing the Lord’s song in this century. 
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Christ, Resurrection, Grace: 
The Gospel of Paul 


Describing Paul of Tarsus externally is not a difficult task. 
Outlining the ideas that shaped his thinking and the cultural 
attitudes that rooted him in history and made him less than 
universal and the victim, as we all are, of assumptions that time 
has rendered inadequate, is an ordinary assignment. It may 
well trouble those who have made an icon of the literal words 
of Paul, but icons must and will fall every day. 

If a religious system requires that a literal Bible be em- 
braced, I must walk away from that system. I walk away 
without fear, for any religious system based upon such an in- 
adequate foundation will never survive, no matter how many 
times it undergoes a face-lift. Doing a face-lift on a corpse does 
not restore life, it only restores for a moment the illusion of life. 
Organized religion as we have known it in the Western world 
is considered by many a friend and foe alike to be sick unto 
death. The periodic revivals of fundamentalism are momentary 
blips on the EKG charts of religious history. 

If there is a way into a living religious tradition for our time 
it will not come from tinkering with the cumbersome structures 
we have received from the past. It will come rather by setting 
those structures aside, finding a new starting point, a new 
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place of entry into whatever religious truth is, and being willing 
to explore that new terrain openly, honestly, and courageously. 
It means asking questions that have not yet been asked and 
raising possibilities that have not yet been raised. Finally, it 
means understanding the human experience that lies behind 
the explanations, the rationality, and the theological formula- 
tions as a valid arena in which to search for meaning, for the 
transcendent dimension to this earthbound existence and, ul- 
timately, for God. 


Understanding the Real Paul 


At this point in our discussion it means trying to find the 
real man Paul beneath the words of his epistles and the expla- 
nations of him given by institutional Christianity, from the 
Book of Acts and the pastoral Epistles to this day. It means 
trying to climb into his life, feel his humanity, recognize his 
pain, and, from that perspective, seeking to understand who 
Christ was for him and at what point Christ met him. Then 
perhaps we can understand why Paul thought of Christ as he 
did, what resurrection meant and why it was so crucial to him, 
and, finally, what conversion itself meant to this apostolic 
figure. 

If this man Paul of Tarsus can become for us one at whose 
depths the recesses and universal pools of the human spirit can 
be fathomed, then Paul can be for us a point of entry into the 
meaning of God as the life of Jesus was for Paul a point of entry 
into the meaning of God. If this can occur, we will have shrunk 
the span of years and the superstructure of interpretation and 
theology that separates so many of us today from the timeless 
moment of incarnation. If we can comprehend and touch the 
experience through which the God who was in Christ met Paul, 
perhaps we can also see how and where the God who is in 
Christ can still meet us. Only in this way can authenticity be 
restored to the tradition in which we Christians walk. So enter 
with me into the realm of speculation as we probe the life of 
Paul, using his words not as literal objects but as doorways into 
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his psyche, where alone truth that changes life can be pro- 
cessed. 


Paul’s Profound Sense of Guilt 


Who was Christ for Paul? Christ was for Paul the presence 
and power of God that called him into authentic personhood. 
Who was Paul? Was it autobiographical when he wrote that he 
was an imposter who yearned to be true, a person unknown 
who yearned to be known—as one who though dying yearned 
to be alive? Was it of himself that Paul wrote that Christ had 
enabled him, who thought of himself as one who was being 
punished, to know that he would not be destroyed as he had | 
once thought was his due? Was it Paul who had known himself 
to be sorrowful yet who now in Christ had discovered the abil- 
ity to rejoice? Was Paul the one who had once thought of him- 
self inwardly as living in intense poverty but who now found, 
incredible as it seemed, that he had made others rich? Was it 
Paul who had previously seen himself as having nothing of 
worth but now, because somehow Christ had given him back 
the very self Paul had found so rejectable, believed that he 
possessed all things (2 Cor. 6:8-10)? Could the Christ who for- 
gave his tormentors, prayed for those who drove the nails into 
his hands and feet, restored those who denied and forsook him 
also love the unlovable Paul? Could the love of God in Jesus of 
Nazareth that loved even those who murdered the love of God 
also embrace Paul of Tarsus? That might be too good to be true. 
Yet is that not the reality that broke through the consciousness 
of the one who had sought all his life to be blameless before the 
law? With all his might he sought perfection and he failed. 
Over and over and over again he failed. His mind and heart 
were not in control. He was convinced that what he willed to 
do with his mind became the very thing that with his life he did 
not do (Rom. 7:14, 15). Paul tried to explain this spiritual schiz- 
ophrenia. If I will to do what I cannot do, he reasoned, then it 
is no longer I who do it but sin that dwells within me (Rom. 
7:18). Sin was for Paul a powerful force—a demonic power so 
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strong it could make Paul do what he did not want to do. “Let 
not sin,” he wrote, “dwell in your mortal bodies to make you 
obey their passions” (Rom. 6:12). “It was sin, working death in 
me through what is good, in order that sin might be shown to 
be sin, and through the commandment might become sinful 
beyond measure” (Rom. 7:13). 

Paul also saw himself in some sense as a victim. It is not too 
harsh to say he loathed himself. His words reflected this self- 
loathing over and over again. “What return did you get,” he 
asked (of himself, I think), “for the things of which you are 
now ashamed? The end of those things is death” (Rom. 6:21). 
Ashamed, deserving death—these are the self-revelatory ad- 
missions of Paul. Was it not of his own life that he wrote so 
passionately, “just as you once yielded your members to im- 
purity and to greater and greater iniquity, so now yield your 
members to righteousness for sanctification” (Rom. 6:19). Im- 
purity, greater and greater iniquity—these are harsh and re- 
vealing words. 

What is a “member” of the body that Paul says has been 
yielded to iniquity? The Greek word translated “member” is 
tehos (melos). It means “a member, limb, part of the body.”’ 
In the Epistle to the Corinthians Paul called the ear, nose, eye, 
hand, head, and feet members of the body (1 Cor. 12:14ff). 
Then he referred to “our unpresentable parts,” which, he sug- 
gested, are to be treated with a modesty “that our more pre- 
sentable parts do not require” (1 Cor. 12:24). But can one loathe 
the head, the hand, the foot, the ears? Are these “members” 
operating independently of the mind? Could Paul say of them 
“sin reigns in my members. With my mind I will one thing, 
with my body I do another’? Cannot the mind direct the feet, 
the eyes, the ears? The only organs that cannot finally be 
controlled by the will are the genitalia. Sexual arousal comes 
sometimes despite our best efforts. Sexual impotency comes 
sometimes despite our mental desire to respond. 

Is there any compelling evidence to believe Paul is talking 
here about anything other than sexual desire that seems to 
plague him? Listen to his words: “I am carnal, sold under sin. 
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I do not understand my own actions” (Rom. 7:14, 15). “Nothing 
good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh. I can will what is right 
but I cannot do it” (Rom. 7:18). “I see in my members another 
law at war with the law of my mind and making me captive to 
the law of sin that dwells in my members” (Rom. 7:23). Can 
these passages really mean anything other than a confession of 
a sexual passion or need beyond Paul's control, part of his 
being about which he feels a guilt so profound that it becomes 
an aspect of self-loathing? 

Have we been prevented for all these years from seeing this 
because we placed a barrier between holy Paul whose words 
are recorded in Holy Scripture and the sexual yearnings that we 
could not believe were part of the life of a saint and holy man? 
Have we Christians not been conditioned for two thousand 
years by the extolling of virginity and celibacy that were said to 
be the very marks of a holy life? Could the holy Apostle Paul 
have been marked by desire so intense that he wrote about it 
over and over and over again? Listen to more of Paul: “With my 
flesh I serve the law of sin” (Rom. 7:25); “The body is not meant 
for immorality but for the Lord” (1 Cor. 6:13); “The immoral 
man sins against his own body” (1 Cor. 6:18); “I pummel my 
body and subdue it lest after preaching to others I myself 
should be disqualified” (1 Cor. 9:27). 

A body that needs to be pummeled must be evil indeed. 
What plagues Paul that his body is deserving of such abuse? 
Listen once more to the ever-revealing Paul. “For ever since we 
came into Macedonia, our bodies had no rest but we were af- 
flicted at every turn—fighting without and fear within” (2 Cor. 
7:5). Certainly Paul's life was difficult and persecution was real, 
but does that adequately account for more than half of that 
enigmatic tag line “fighting without and fear within”? What is 
the fear within? What is the power so intense that Paul believes 
it is held over him by demonic beings? Listen once more: “For- 
merly, when you did not know God, you were in bondage to 
beings that by nature are no gods; but now that you are known 
by God, how can you turn your back again to the weak ele- 
mental spirits, whose slaves you want to be once more?” (Gal. 
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4:8, 9). Not to know God, says Paul, is to suffer a confusion of 
identity, especially sexual identity. God gives up those domi- 
nated by such passions, says Paul, “in the lusts of their hearts 
to impurity, to the dishonoring of their bodies among them- 
selves, because they exchanged the truth about God for a lie 
and worshiped and served the creature rather than the creator” 
(Rom. 1:24, 25). Again and again Paul drove home his painful 
revelatory cry. He was under the control of that which he could 
not master. It had invaded his body, his flesh. He warned, “Do 
not use your freedom as an opportunity for the flesh” (Gal. 
5:13); “Do not gratify the desires of the flesh. For the desires of 
the flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are 
against the flesh” (Gal. 5:16). 

What does the flesh produce? For Paul these were clearly 
references to sexual passion out of control. The flesh produced 
“fornication, impurity, licentiousness” (Gal. 5:19). But the fruit 
of the Spirit was “self-control” (Gal. 5:23). Yes, there was a 
longer list of works of the flesh and fruits of the Spirit in 
Galatians, but Paul was never far from the discussion of sexual 
passion and the need for self-control. He concluded this pas- 
sage again with a startling revelatory statement: “Those who 
belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions 
and desires” (Gal. 5:24). The flesh was for Paul the dwelling 
place of the evil that possessed him, over which he had no 
control and which produced in him a self-rejection that de- 
scended to the intensity of self-loathing. 

One aches for the pain of Paul, who, out of this pain, ex- 
horts the people of Colossae to “put to death therefore what is 
earthly in you: fornication, impurity, passion, evil desire and 
covetousness, which is idolatry. On account of these the wrath 
of God is coming” (Col. 3:5). Paul felt a tremendous vulnera- 
bility as one who judged himself deserving of wrath because he 
was evil and base, and, if not evil in himself, then helplessly 
under the control of evil powers. “For I do not do what I want, 
but I do the very thing I hate” (Rom. 7:15). “So,” Paul con- 
cluded, “I find it to be a law that when I want to do right, evil 
lies close at hand. For I delight in the law of God, in my inmost 
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self, but I see in my members another law at war with the law 
of my mind and making me captive to the law of sin which 
dwells in my members. Wretched man that I am!” (Rom. 7:21- 
24). Wretched man! A revealing cry of self-rejection. Wretched 
man, who served the law of sin “with my flesh” (Rom. 7:25). 
Wretched man who stood rejected, condemned. “Who will de- 
liver me from this body of death?” (Rom. 7:24). 

What I have done is to break Paul out of Scripture, to free 
him from those who would capture him inside the cult of an 
imposed holiness. I have let him speak for himself. He was a 
tortured man. His passion for perfection was in direct propor- 
tion to his torture. This was why he had advanced in Judaism 
beyond many of his own age. This was why he had been so 
extremely zealous for the traditions of his fathers. His pursuit 
of holiness through the Law was necessary to control a power 
and a reality that resided in his body and in his flesh and over 
which his mind had no control. The Law and pursuit of the life 
of righteousness were desired to control his uncontrollable pas- 
sion. Without the structure of the Law, he was consumed with 
some inner desire. It was for Paul a loathsome desire, very 
probably connected in some way with sexuality, filled with evil 
and impurity. Any threat to the sanctity and power of the Law 
was a threat to Paul’s control system, a threat to his fragile 
attempt “to possess his vessel in sanctification and honour, not 
in the lust of consuming concupiscence” (1 Thess. 4:5, kv). I 
quote that text from the King James Version specifically because 
the Revised Standard Version changes the word vessel to the 
word wife—a translation that I believe misses Paul’s point com- 
pletely. 

So it was that when the Christian movement appeared on 
the scene it seemed to Paul to undermine the Law, and if it 
undermined the Law, it undermined Paul’s fragile security sys- 
tem. If Christianity prevailed, Paul would be destroyed, con- 
sumed by evil passions over which he had no control. Paul 
therefore hated Christianity. He hated it with a vehemence that 
was itself revelatory. Only something that shook the fragility of 
one’s life support system could elicit the kind of killing hostility 
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that Paul exhibited toward the Christians. Religious anger is 
always revealing. 

Paul, watching the first Jewish Christians decentralize the 
Law in favor of grace, was not unlike a fundamentalist watch- 
ing his or her infallible Bible being replaced by an irresistible 
call into the insecurity of freedom. His response was rage. He 
wanted to kill, imprison, persecute. The Christians were agents 
of lawlessness, the devil incarnate. They must be stopped. This 
is not far from the kind of rage that emanates from the televi- 
sion evangelists when they are exposed, and the fragile control 
system that they have so laboriously constructed to keep their 
own passions in check begins to waver. 

Powerful emotional commitments to a controlling religious 
system reveal not so much devotion and virtue but troubled 
waters that will not stay calm. Fears that reside deep in our 
being always seem to rise up to shake our world, our 
securities—fighting without, fears within. It is not surprising to 
me that time and time again the popular evangelistic preachers 
who speak so vehemently against the sins of the flesh wind up 
succumbing to the very fleshy sins they have condemned. 

Paul was not free not to persecute the Christians, for if they 
survived, he knew that he would not. As a Jew he had been 
taught that “the study of the law diverted the mind from de- 
sire.” The Fourth Book of Maccabees had stated that “by mental 
effort” all sexual desire can be overcome (4 Macc. 2:2). “The 
temperate mind can conquer the drives of the emotions and 
quench the flames of frenzied desires, it can overthrow bodily 
agonies even when they are extreme, and by nobility of reason 
spurn all domination by the emotions” (4 Macc. 3:17, 18). Paul 
counted on these assurances. With the Law as his ally, he tried 
daily to bank the flames of an uncontrolled and, in his mind, 
evil passion. 

The “followers of the way,” as the early Christians were 
called, were, in Paul’s mind, seeking to invalidate the power of 
the Law, and therefore they elicited from Paul the reckless and 
uncontrollable rage of a persecutor, and an emotional and 
unstoppable persecutor he was. As he said, “You have heard of 
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my former life in Judaism, how I persecuted the church of God 
violently and tried to destroy it” (Gal. 1:13ff). Nothing about 
Paul was moderate. He was tightly drawn, passionately emo- 
tional, filled with enormous feelings of self-negativity, seeking 
to deal with those feelings in the time-honored way of external 
controls, unflagging religious zeal, and rigid discipline. He 
could not, however, master the passions that consumed him. 

What were these passions? There is no doubt in my mind 
that they were sexual in nature, but what kind of sexual pas- 
sions were they? Searching once again through the writings of 
Paul, some conclusions begin to emerge that startle and sur- 
prise the reader. Paul’s passions seemed to be incapable of be- 
ing relieved. Why was that? Paul himself had written that if one 
“could not exercise self-control” that person should marry. “For 
it is better to marry than to be aflame with passion” (1 Cor. 7:9). 
But we have no evidence from any source that Paul ever mar- 
ried. Indeed, he exhorts widows and the unmarried to “remain 
single as I do” (1 Cor. 7:8). A primary purpose of sexual activity 
in marriage, according to Paul, was to keep Satan from tempt- 
ing people “through lack of self-control” (1 Cor. 7:5). Why, 
when Paul seemed to be so consumed with a passion he could 
not control, would he not take his own advice and alleviate that 
passion in marriage? He did write that marriage was an accept- 
able, if not ideal, way of life. “If you marry you do not sin” (1 
Cor. 7:25). The reason he gave for his recommendation against 
marriage was the nearness of the apocalypse. “I think that in 
view of the present [or impending] distress it is well for a per- 
son to remain as he is. Are you bound to a wife? Do not seek 
to be free. Are you free from a wife? Do not seek marriage. . . 
the appointed time has grown very short” (1 Cor. 7:26ff). Yet 
toward the end of Paul’s life when he wrote Colossians and 
Philippians, there was in Paul’s mind a gradual waning of the 
immediacy of the second coming, and it was replaced by a 
growing hope of universalism. Still, however, marriage never 
seemed to loom for him as a possibility. 

Paul has been perceived as basically negative toward 
women. He did write that “it is well for a man not to touch a 


115 


woman” (1 Cor. 7:1). The passion that burned so deeply in Paul 
did not seem to be related to the desire for union with a 
woman. Why would that desire create such negativity in Paul, 
anyway? Marriage, married love,.and married sexual desire 
were not thought to be evil or loathsome. Paul’s sexual pas- 
sions do not fit comfortably into this explanatory pattern. But 
what does? 

Obviously there is no way to know for certain the cause of 
Paul’s anxiety prior to that moment of final revelation in the 
Kingdom of Heaven. But that does not stop speculation. The 
value of speculation in this case comes when a thecry is tested 
by assuming for a moment that it is correct and then reading 
Paul in the light of that theory. Sometimes one finds in this way 
the key that unlocks the hidden messages that are present 
in the text. Once unlocked, these messages not only cease to 
be hidden but they become obvious, glaring at the reader, 
who wonders why such obvious meanings had not been seen 
before. 

Some have suggested that Paul was sexually impotent. This 
theory does not fit the data. Others have suggested that Paul 
may have been sexually abused in his childhood and thus was 
in deep conflict with the immobilizing twin emotions of fear 
and desire. This theory fits a little better, but it still leaves too 
many loose ends in the reconstruction. 

Still others have suggested that Paul was plagued by ho- 
mosexual fears. This is not a new idea, and yet until recent 
years, when homosexuality began to shed some of its negative 
connotations, it was an idea so repulsive to Christian people 
that it could not be breathed in official circles. This is not to say 
that our cultural homophobia has disappeared. It is still lethal 
and dwells in high places in the life of the Christian church, 
and it is a subject about which ecclesiastical figures are deeply 
dishonest, saying one thing publicly and acting another way 
privately. The prejudice, however, is fading slowly but surely. 
With the softening of that homophobic stance we might con- 
sider the hypothesis that Paul may have been a gay male. We 
might test that theory by assuming it for a moment as we read 
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Paul. When I did this for the first time, I was startled to see 
how much of Paul was unlocked and how deeply I could un- 
derstand the power of the gospel that literally saved Paul's life. 

When I suggest the possibility that Paul was a homosexual 
person, I do not mean to be salacious or titillating or even to 
suggest something that many would consider scandalous. I see 
no evidence to suggest that Paul ever acted out his sexual de- 
sires and passions. He lived in an age and among a people that 
cloaked the way he would have viewed this reality with layer 
after layer of condemnation. But for a moment assume the pos- 
sibility that this theory is correct and look with me again at the 
writings of Paul and, more important, at the meaning of Christ, 
resurrection, and grace in the life of this foundational Christian. 

Paul felt tremendous guilt and shame, which produced in 
him self-loathing. The presence of homosexuality would have 
created this response among Jewish people in that period of 
history. Nothing else, in my opinion, could account for Paul’s 
self-judging rhetoric, his negative feeling toward his own body, 
and his sense of being controlled by something he had no 
power to change. The war that went on between what he de- 
sired with his mind and what he desired with his body, his 
drivenness to a legalistic religion of control, his fear when that 
system was threatened, his attitude toward women, his refusal 
to seek marriage as an outlet for his passion—nothing else ac- 
counts for this data as well as the possibility that Paul was a gay 
male. 

Paul’s religious tradition would clearly regard gay males as 
aberrant, distorted, evil, and depraved. When discovered, gay 
males were quite often executed. The Law stated: “You shall 
not lie with a man as with a woman; it is an abomination” (Lev. 
18:22). Do not defile yourself by these things, the Torah con- 
tinued, for God will cast out those who defile themselves. God 
will punish, promised the Law, and the land will vomit out 
those who are thus defiled (Lev. 18:24ff). To do these things is 
to be cut off from the people of Israel (Lev. 18:29). Later in the 
Torah death is called for as the penalty for homosexuality. “If 
a man lies with a man as with a woman, both of them have 
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committed an abomination; they shall be put to death” (Lev. 
20:13). 

Paul was a student of the Law. If homosexuality was his 
condition, he knew well that by that Law he stood condemned. 
His body was a body in which death reigned. He lived under 
that death sentence. What Paul knew himself to be, the people 
to whom he belonged and the Law to which he adhered called 
abominable, and Paul felt it to be beyond redemption. Is it not 
possible, even probable, that this was the inner source of his 
deep self-negativity, his inner turmoil, his self-rejection, his su- 
perhuman zeal for a perfection he could never achieve? Could 
this also be his thorn in the flesh, about which he wrote so 
plaintively? With this possibility in mind, listen once more to 
Paul’s words: “And to help me keep from being too elated by 
the abundance of revelation, a thorn was given me in the flesh, 
a messenger of Satan, to harass me, to keep me from being too 
elated. Three times I sought the Lord about this, that it should 
leave me; but he said to me ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for 
my power is made perfect in weakness’ ” (2 Cor. 12:7-9). 

On another and perhaps earlier occasion, Paul had written, 
“You know it was because of a bodily ailment that I preached 
the gospel to you at first; and though my condition was a trial 
to you, you did not scorn or despise me but received me as an 
angel of God, as Christ Jesus” (Gal. 4:13). The word angel can 
also be translated messenger. Paul is the possessor of a condition 
that he believes to be incurable. It is a condition for which 
people might scorn or despise him. I have heard and read of 
commentators who suggested that this physical condition was 
some kind of chronic eye problem. This is based, I suspect, on 
Paul’s words to the Galatians that they would have “plucked 
out their eyes and given them” to Paul (Gal. 4:15). But chronic 
eye problems do not normally bring scorn or the activity of 
despairing, and through the eye, which Paul called “the win- 
dow of the body,” life and beauty as well as death and pain 
enter the human experience. Paul, in these words to the 
Galatians, told them that he had now “become as they are,” 
one in whom “Christ has been formed,” and assured them that 
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they “did him no wrong” (Gal. 4:12, 19). That refers to an inner 
healing not an external healing. 

Others have suggested that epilepsy was the condition 
from which he was not free. This appears to me a scronger 
possibility. Epilepsy was thought of as demon possession, but 
it was a periodic sense of being possessed by an alien spirit, not 
a constant malady. Also, in the biblical narrative the epileptic 
elicited a sense of pity, or at times fear, but seldom did it elicit 
despising or loathing. Epilepsy does not appear to me to ac- 
count for the intensity of the feelings that Paul expressed. The 
realization that he was a homosexual male does. It is a hypoth- 
esis that makes sense of the data and accounts for the tone, the 
fear, the passion, and the behavior. 

If this hypothesis is correct, it also illumines in powerful 
ways Paul’s experience of conversion, his understanding of Je- 
sus, his view of resurrection, and his move toward universal- 
ism. Furthermore, it provides us with a means to step into 
Christ as Paul did and to see the Christ experience outside the 
context of limited words and in the context of a universal hu- 
man experience. It thus becomes for us a point of entry into a 
universal spirituality inaugurated by Christ that may endure 
into the unlimited future in a way that the narrow and brittle 
religious forms from our Christian past no longer seem capable 
of doing. 

Listen once more to the rescued, converted, accepted Paul: 
“Forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies 
ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward 
call of God in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 3:13, 14). Paul believed that 
his personal unrighteousness had been replaced by the righ- 
teousness of God, and this gave him the hope of resurrection. 
He assured the Philippians that he had not obtained this gift or 
become perfect, but “I press on to make it my own, because 
Christ Jesus has made me his own” (Phil. 3:12). 

Try to imagine the power present in these words if my 
thesis is anywhere near the truth. Paul, a God-fearing, strict 
Jew, a zealot for the Law, a Pharisee-to-be, being raised in Tar- 
sus, slowly awakened to the fact that he was different. He did 
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not understand his own feelings. Everything he knew, loved, 
and honored, from his parents to his synagogue to the sacred 
Law, told him that what he felt himself to be was evil, de- 
praved, an abomination. The Law informed him that if one 
were zealous enough for the Law, all desire would be curbed. 
So with the frenzy of the desperate and the lost, he sought to 
master these disturbing and threatening desires by mastering 
the Law. He advanced beyond all those his age in zeal. He 
became before the Law blameless. But nothing worked. His 
condition was beyond his power to change. It was as if his 
body were possessed by an alien force over which he had no 
power. He felt as if there were a war going on in his members. 
With his mind he willed one thing, but with his body he felt 
another. He sought exoneration by blaming his affliction on 
something outside himself. “If my mind wills one thing and my 
body responds another way, it is not I but sin that dwells 
within me.” More and more he tried by his passion for the Law 
to master the passions of his body. He became a rigid, exter- 
nally controlled, religious, righteous man, with the resulting 
cold, hostile personality, who could lead a persecution move- 
ment to destroy utterly the movement within Judaism that re- 
volved around the man named Jesus. To Paul Christianity 
weakened the Law that only by the most herculean efforts was 
holding Paul just above the abyss, so he struck back at that 
movement with the vengeance of a deeply threatened man. He 
killed, he hurled into prison, he sought to stamp out. 


What Grace Did for Paul 


One cannot persecute without drawing near to that which 
is the object of one’s fury. Paul drew near to the Christ. It was 
for him a fatal attraction. In the midst of the fury that all but 
consumed him, he began to hear the gospel message of love— 
unconditional love, even love for one thought by himself to be 
loathsome, called by the sacred Law an abomination and con- 
demned by society as a person with a depravity so complete as 
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to be deserving of death. This Jesus could yet love this Paul. 
That was the gospel. The one who loved those who killed the 
love of God could also love this judged, driven, homosexually 
oriented Paul. Nothing Paul could do or be placed him outside 
the love of God present in Jesus the Christ. Somehow that 
message broke through on the hostile, hiding, vindictive, fear- 
ful Paul. It had all the force of an exploding, blinding light at 
midday. The scales fell, as it were, from his eyes. What the Law 
could not do, the grace of love had done. Paul was justified. 
Paul was loved. While still in his sin, Paul was accepted. Noth- 
ing could separate him from the love of God—nothing; not 
tribulation, distress, persecution, famine, not even nakedness, 
not even the secret of his unclothed body. Nothing could sep- 
arate him from the love of God. Paul was now God’s elect. 

Who shall bring a charge against God’s elect? It is God who 
justifies, accepts, loves. Who can condemn God’s elect? It is 
Christ that died to make love known. Even the murderers of 
the Christ are not condemned; and if not they, so also not Paul. | 
For God raised the righteous Jesus to his own right hand. This 
Jesus, loving the sinner, the outcast, the condemned abomina- 
tion, has been vindicated by the Holy God. God is on the side 
of Jesus. God has raised him to the divine right hand. Jesus is 
the agent of God reconciling to God that which previously was 
thought to be irreconcilable. God has taken Jesus into the very 
selfhood of God. 

Because this Christ loves me, I can now love myself. That 
was the way the gospel dawned on Paul. Because Christ ac- 
cepts me, I can now accept myself. I do not have to become 
righteous by keeping the Law. God has declared me righteous 
as a gift of divine grace. God in Christ has reconciled me to 
God. Nothing will ever again separate me from this love—not 
death nor life, not angels nor principalities, not present things 
nor things to come, not powers over which we have no control, 
not heights, not depths. Nothing in all creation—not even that 
secret, unspeakable inner fear that possesses me and for which 
the world and the Law might well condemn me. Nothing shall 
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separate me from the love of God. Nothing! Nothing! Nothing! 
(Rom. 8:31-39). 

The being of Paul, a being he did not understand, a being 
he could not control, a being that all of the wisdom of his world 
and all of his sacred tradition condemned as worthy only of 
death, that being of Paul met the grace of God in the person of 
Jesus the Christ. It was for Paul as if a light from heaven ap- 
peared, and a doorway into God opened and Paul saw the 
Christ to be part of what God is. This was Christ risen—en- 
throned. Listen once more to Paul’s words: “Jesus was raised 
for our justification” (Rom. 4:25). “Christ being raised from the 
dead will never die again; death no longer has dominion over 
him. The death he died he died to sin, once for all, but the life 
he lives he lives to God. So you also must consider yourselves 
dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 6:9). “Do 
not yield your members to sin as instruments of wickedness, but 
yield yourselves to God as men who have been brought from 
death to life, and your members to God as instruments of righ- 
teousness” (Rom. 6:12). “Just as you once yielded your members 
to impurity and a greater and greater iniquity, so now yield 
your members to righteousness for sanctification” (Rom. 6:19). 
“If Christ is in you, although your bodies are dead because of 
sin, your spirits are alive because of righteousness” (Rom. 
8:10). 

The righteousness was, of course, the righteousness of the 
Christ that had been given to Paul as a gift of grace. The Spirit 
that raised Jesus dwelt in Paul and gave life to Paul’s dead 
mortal body. Christ is our wisdom and our righteousness, Paul 
asserted, because of the action of God in raising him to heaven 
(1 Cor. 1:30). Christ is now God’s and I am now Christ's, Paul 
exclaimed (1 Cor. 3:23). “For the love of Christ controls us, 
because we are convinced that one has died for all ... that 
those who live might live no longer for themselves but for him 
who for their sake died and was raised (2 Cor. 5:14). “The life 
that I now live in the flesh, I live by faith in the Son of God, 
who loved me and gave himself for me” (Gal. 2:20). “So have 
this mind in you which is yours in Christ Jesus; . . . and being 
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found in human form he humbled himself and became obedi- 
ent unto death, even death on a cross. Therefore, God has 
highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name which is 
above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should 
bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every 
tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God the 
Father” (Phil. 2:5-11). 


Paul’s Exalted Jesus 


Who was Jesus for Paul? He was the reconciling agent for 
the grace of God. He was the image of the invisible God. He 
was the firstborn of all creation. He was a Jewish man who 
could be understood only in terms of the ultimate agent of God. 
He was identified with the son of man figure in Jewish my- 
thology. He acted for God in creation. He held all things to- 
gether and broke open the power of evil by being the firstborn 
from the dead. The fullness of God was pleased to dwell in him 
so that through him God could reconcile everything and make 
peace where there had been enmity. Paul could add that to 
those who “were estranged and hostile in mind, doing evil 
deeds, he has now reconciled in his body of flesh by his death” 
in order to present even Paul “holy and blameless and irre- 
proachable before him” (Col. 1:21, 22). 

Was Paul’s Christ the God man of later Christian theology? 
Was this the Second Person of the divine Trinity? Would Paul 
have said, Jesus is God? Although he might not have denied 
the truth to which these words pointed, those forms of com- 
munication would never have occurred to the Jew from Tarsus. 
They were words a later generation of Christians who had lost 
their Jewish roots would develop to try to give rational form 
to their experience of Jesus. Jesus was for Paul God’s “first 
creation.” This is hardly an adequate Christology by later 
theological standards, but it served Paul well. For Paul, Jesus 
the Christ was a special human life through whom God had 
uniquely acted and in whom God was uniquely present. Jesus 
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was for Paul a Jewish man so faithful to the meaning of God 
that when faithfulness cost him his life, God raised him to 
heaven in an act of vindication and as a way of saying that God 
is like what Jesus did and like who Jesus was. 

When Paul speaks of the resurrection, he means the raising 
of the dead Jesus into heaven. The vindication of the life Jesus 
lived was proclaimed by God’s exaltation of him. For Paul res- 
urrection and ascension were not two actions, but one. It oc- 
curred not on the literal third day but on the eschatological 
third day, for it was beyond time and history. Above all, it was 
the act of God. Paul’s consistent verb form for the resurrection 
is passive. He was raised by God. The action was God’s action 
because it was God’s vindication. The active verb, which sug- 
gested that Jesus did the rising himself, was in a very much 
later tradition. For Paul, witnesses to the resurrection were not 
people who conversed with a resuscitated Jesus in some earthly 
setting, as the later appearance stories would tend to indicate. 
The separation of the resurrection from the ascension is not 
reflective of primitive Christianity. Paul gave no narrative de- 
tails of resurrection appearances, and he said his conversion, 
which clearly was a dawning, inbreaking vision of the now- 
heavenly Jesus, was different in no way from all other appear- 
ances, save that Paul’s was last. 

Mark, the earliest Gospel, also had no appearance stories 
and assumed that it would be the glorified, ascended Lord who 
would make himself known in Galilee at some later date (Mark 
16:1ff). Matthew had the risen Lord meet the disciples only in 
the vision of the ascended Lord who appeared out of heaven to 
send the disciples into all the world (Matt. 28:1ff). John said 
that it was the ascended Lord who appeared to the disciples 
and breathed on them the gift of the Spirit (John 20:1ff). Only 
Luke clouded the witness by separating resurrection from as- 
cension and making resurrection the action of Jesus and ascen- 
sion the action of God. That was certainly a late-developing 
tradition, a concession, in my mind, to the need for literalizing 
the story of the breaking in to human consciousness of the 
meaning of the God of love and grace. 
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When Paul talked of resurrection, he used four verbs. Jesus 
died. He was buried. He has been raised. He has shown him- 
self. The verb for “shown himself” is 6phthé—a technical term 
for this “paschal event,” and it means God caused Jesus to be 
seen. For the apostles and other witnesses in Paul’s list, Jesus 
had become “Epiphanous”; that is, they were all proclaiming 
that the crucified one had been raised and now the heavenly 
Jesus was at work in the missionaries. The apostles, including 
Paul, had been sent to proclaim this faith and none else. As the 
gospel moved from Jerusalem to Judea to Samaria, to the ut- 
termost parts of the world, Jesus, the crucified one, became 
“Epiphanous” in wider and wider orbits. He drew, through 
love and grace, all people to himself as he restored them to 
themselves, building finally that inclusive community in which 
there is neither Jew nor gentile, bond nor free, male nor female. 
For all are one in Christ, whose love can embrace even the 
outcasts of society, even the one pronounced depraved and 
called an abomination, the one who by the mandate of the Law 
stood under the sentence of death. 


This is the way my thesis would suggest that the gospel of 
Jesus Christ was experienced by Paul, the man from Tarsus. To 
me it is a beautiful idea that a homosexual male, scorned then 
as well as now, living with both the self-judgment and the 
social judgments that a fearful society has so often unknow- 
ingly pronounced upon the very being of some of its citizens, 
could nonetheless, not in spite of this but because of this, be 
the one who would define grace for Christian people. For two 
thousand years of Christian history this Pauline definition has 
been at the very core of the Christian experience. Grace was the 
love of God, an unconditional love, that loved Paul just as he 
was. A rigidly controlled gay male, I believe, taught the Chris- 
tian church what the love of God means and what, therefore, 
Christ means as God’s agent. Finally, it was a gay male, tor- 
tured and rejected, who came to understand what resurrection 
means as God’s vindicating act. In the life and love of Jesus, 
who both expressed the love of God and bore in human history 
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the life of God, the ultimate meaning of God had been estab- 
lished. Because of Paul, no longer can we see Jesus in any way 
other than as the fullness of God. 

When people consider scandalous this idea that a homo- 
sexual male might have made the grace of God clear to the 
church, I reply, “Yes, it is scandalous, but is that not precisely 
how the God of the Bible seems to work?” It is as scandalous 
as the idea that the Messiah could be crucified as a common 
criminal. It is as scandalous as the idea that a birth without 
acknowledged paternity could inaugurate the life that made 
known to us the love and grace of God. It also suggests that 
heterosexual people might be deeply indebted to homosexual 
people for many spiritual gifts that arise out of the very being 
of their unique life experience. Indeed, I have been the recip- 
ient of just that kind of gift from the gay and lesbian people 
who have shared with me their journeys with God through 
Christ. 

What is the Word of God for us underneath the words of 
Paul? It is that each of us, no matter how dark our shadows, or 
how condemned we are made to feel, are nonetheless the ob- 
jects of the infinite and graceful love of God. Each of us is called 
to live in the wholeness of that love as one who has been em- 
braced by the giver of infinite value. Accepting that divine val- 
uation, we are to find the courage to be the self God has created 
us to be, the self we are inside the graceful gift of the righ- 
teousness of Christ. For as the Epistle to the Ephesians, build- 
ing on the gospel proclaimed by Paul, reminds us: 


Remember that you were at that time separated from Christ, 
alienated from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to 
the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God 
in the world. But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far 
off have been brought near in the blood of Christ. For he is 
our peace, who has made us both one, and has broken down 
the dividing wall of hostility, by abolishing in his flesh the 
law of commandments and ordinances, that he might create 
in himself one new man in place of the two, so making peace, 
and might reconcile us both to God in one body through the 
cross, thereby bringing the hostility to an end. (Eph. 2:12-17) 
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The Christian church thus becomes not an institution strug- 
gling for power, status, or even survival. Rather, it grows into 
being “a holy temple in the Lord” in whom each of us is built 
into being “a dwelling place of God the Spirit” (Eph. 2:21, 22). 

I submit that this is a long way beyond a culturally condi- 
tioned denigration of women or affirmation of slavery that we 
find in only a literal reading of Paul. This is also beyond the 
common wisdom of the first century that believed things about 
Adam, Abraham, Moses, and David that biblical scholars can 
no longer affirm. Once we lay aside a commitment to the literal 
truth of the literal words of a biblical text, we discover that 
there is a way through these words to enter the timeless di- 
mension of eternal love, graceful acceptance, and inclusive 
community. Beneath the words of the Bible is the living Word, 
acted out in the incarnate one, Jesus of Nazareth. 

The ancient creed of the church that Jesus is Lord thus 
becomes a creed we modern folk can also shout with integrity, 
authenticity, and commitment. Moved by that creed we can 
begin anew the mission of the Christian church to proclaim 
love and grace to all who feel without love or apart from grace. 
And we will do so even when the proclamation of that gospel 
disturbs, convicts, and offends that institution that dares to call 
itself the church when it does not live out the meaning of being 
the accepting, loving, forgiving, affirming body of Christ. 


127 


g 


Mark: 
Beyond Mythology to Reality 


Do demonic spirits exist? Do they speak? In what language? 
Do they discern supernatural power in others? Are they re- 
sponsible for wind and storm? Do they grapple with people 
and throw them to the ground in violent seizures? Are these 
demonic forces present in injuries, accidents, and even moral 
blindness? Is history to be understood in terms of the titanic 
struggle between God the creator and the demon spirits who 
have taken over that creation? Does the divine nature of Jesus 
reside primarily in his ability to cast out these demonic forces, 
to break their power over human life? Was the crucifixion of 
Jesus accomplished through a counterattack of these demonic 
powers against the power of the inbreaking God? Is that why 
the death of Jesus was marked with the violent tearing of the 
curtain in the temple? Was that magic? Can a citizen of the 
twentieth or twenty-first century respond in a meaningful way 
to this pre-scientific analysis of reality? Can such a narrative be 
literalized and still make any sense to anyone outside that an- 
cient period of history? 

These questions, with their implied assertions about what 
is real, would have been answered with a resounding affirma- 


129 


tion by the writer of the Second Gospel, known to us as “Kata 
Markon” or “According to Mark.” Indeed, it would never have 
occurred to Mark to doubt these conclusions that he assumed 
in his narrative. This was the common, unquestioned, popular 
wisdom of the world of first-century Judaism. Mark, who was 
not a scholar, was, however, a citizen of that world. He 
grasped neither the great philosophical thought processes of 
his day nor the nuances that lay behind the popular mythol- 
ogy. He simply accepted the street version of this mythology 
without question. He shared without demurrer in the popular 
conclusions of that time regarding not only demons but also the 
certainty that the earth was flat, the conviction that God dwelt 
just above the blue canopy of the sky, and that the sun rose 
and set as it circled the earth. The earth, for Mark, was not just 
the center of the universe, it was also the very extent of all that 
God had made. To the author Mark there was no reality be- 
yond that which could be seen, and thus no explanations were 
necessary beyond the supernatural one that explained quite ad- 
equately for that time and place what a pre-scientific world 
could readily observe. They could not imagine that sickness 
could be caused by germs or viruses, since those agents of 
distress would not be known for hundreds of years. A micro- 
scopic examination of that part of the world which lay beneath 
the range of the unaided human eye was beyond conception. 
So also was a telescopic examination of those realities that 
found a home in the vast reaches of space. 

Inevitably, therefore, any event that occurred in this period 
of history would be explained in terms of this worldview, for 
there was no other. Jesus of Nazareth was an event in the 
history of the Jewish world in the first century. He was born, 
grew to adulthood in the Galilean town of Nazareth, exercised 
the trade of a carpenter, and somewhere around the thirtieth 
year of his life launched a career as an itinerant teacher and 
preacher of some considerable power and renown. Stories be- 
gan to circulate around him. Tales of miraculous power were 
attributed to him. The farther away from him the tale origi- 
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nated, the more fantastic it seemed to be. It is noteworthy to 
observe that even Mark’s Gospel suggested that those who 
knew Jesus best and who observed him most closely said that 
they had never seen the miraculous things that others de- 
scribed so vividly. Unbelief seemed to mark both the members 
of his family and his neighbors in Nazareth. To explain this, 
the Gospel writer said that because of their lack of faith it 
was impossible for Jesus to do any mighty works in Nazareth 
(Mark 6:5). 

From afar, however, came Stories asserting that Jesus had 
stilled a storm, calming both the wind and the sea (Mark 4:35- 
41). Since the storm was thought to have been stirred up by 
supernatural demonic forces, to calm the storm was to dem- 
onstrate a power superior to that possessed by the demonic 
forces. That such power could only belong to God was the 
inevitable conclusion. 

It was also said that Jesus restored the mind of a village 
wild man who lived among the tombs and howled at the moon 
at night. This creature, so obviously possessed by demonic 
forces, could not be restrained. The people had tried to control 
him with cords and chains, which was thought to be the proper 
way to treat mental patients in first-century Palestine. It fitted 
well with their understanding of the causes of mental illness. 
But this possessed creature seemed to have been given by his 
demonic visitors enormous power that enabled him, like 
Samson of old, to break his fetters as if they were threads. But, 
according to the word-of-mouth reports, these demonic powers 
met their match in the teacher from Nazareth. The host of de- 
mons recognized Jesus. Adversaries in the supernatural strug- 
gle for dominance over the earth seemed to know each other. 
“What have you to do with me?” the demon-possessed man 
was Said to have asked. So compelling was Jesus’ power that 
the demented man was pictured as running to Jesus and wor- 
shiping him, something no human being had yet thought it 
proper to do. The demon also called him by the name “Son of 
the Most High God” (Mark 5:7). 
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Jesus spoke with this demon. The dialogue in Mark moved 
swiftly. “What is your name?” Jesus asked. “Legion,” the de- 
mon responded, “for we are many.” Then the disturbed man, 
thought by Mark still to be but the mouthpiece of the spirits 
who lived within him, begged Jesus “not to send ‘them’ out of 
the country.” This demonic host recognized that Jesus pos- 
sessed a power greater than theirs. Then plea-bargaining en- 
sued. The host of demons spotted a herd of swine feeding on 
the hillside. Mark had been careful to note that this episode 
took place in gentile territory in the country of the Gerasenes. 
Pigs were not animals that Jews would raise, since the Law of 
Moses called the flesh of swine unclean and forbade its use as 
food (Lev. 11:7, 8). The demons appealed to Jesus’ Jewish aver- 
sion to swine and begged, “Send us to the swine, let us enter 
them.” It was a fitting habitat for demonic spirits. Unclean spir- 
its would invade unclean animals. So, said Mark, “Jesus gave 
them leave and the unclean spirits came out and entered the 
swine, and the herd, numbering about two thousand, rushed 
down the steep bank into the sea and were drowned in the sea” 
(Mark 5:9-13). It did not seem to occur to Mark that the swine 
represented someone’s livelihood, indeed, probably a person’s 
entire fortune. Nor was it helpful, as one wag observed, to 
suggest that from this story we get deviled ham! 

For Mark this was a description of the reality that he be- 
lieved was at work in his world. The power of these demonic 
forces was being challenged in Jesus of Nazareth. In the actions 
of this Jesus and most especially in his constant victories over 
these same demonic forces, Mark thought Jesus’ status as 
God’s special emissary was established beyond reasonable 
doubt. In the life of this Jesus the cataclysmic conflict between 
good and evil, God and Satan, was being waged. No other 
possible explanation was conceivable for this author. If this 
frame of reference is not grasped by the contemporary reader, 
the Gospel of Mark makes no sense. But if this frame of refer- 
ence is literalized by those who assert that the Bible is the 
inerrant Word of God, it becomes a bit of fantastic first- 
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century folklore and mythology that is neither believable nor 
intelligible. 

To the degree that the life of Jesus of Nazareth has been 
captured for us inside this worldview and explanation of real- 
ity, this Jesus is rendered increasingly impotent as a relevant 
force in our life today. This is the critical issue that Chris- 
tians face in the battle to rescue the Bible from fundamental- 
ists. Unless the truth of the Bible is lifted out of the literalistic 
framework that captured it some two thousand years ago, that 
truth can have for modern women and men no meaning, no 
credibility, and no appeal. The end of such a warped version 
of biblical truth is surely death, and with that death will come 
the end of all of those values that derive from the Bible, in- 
cluding in large measure historic Christianity. This is no exag- 
geration. The people of this twentieth- and twenty-first-century 
world of science and technology will not long take seriously a 
faith story that is proclaimed inside the fantastic symbols of a 
premodern world, especially if the popular voices of that faith 
story insist on a literalistic acceptance and interpretation of 
those symbols. When the religious liberals whose voices might 
reject that literalism are so mired in an overwhelming biblical 
ignorance and see no compelling reason to dispel that igno- 
rance, the alternatives facing the modern Christian pilgrim are 
bleak. 

Christianity has in our time increasingly divided itself into 
these two sterile camps, neither of which gives hope of having 
the ability to revive this ancient faith system. The fundamen- 
talists will appeal to the need for emotional security by traf- 
ficking in religious certainty. The system they create will sur- 
vive momentarily —it might even flourish for a time—but it will 
not endure. Delusions can be immensely satisfying. For short 
periods of time people seem to enjoy turning off their brains 
and listening to those who assure them that all is well. 

The anger, however, that is present in this premodern re- 
ligious revival reveals its own vulnerability. Anger cannot dis- 
pel doubt. Suggested enemies—liberals, secular humanists, 
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false prophets, whatever the nomenclature—cannot finally be 
blamed for the unbelievability of nonsensical words. Funda- 
mentalism is both an expression of and an assisting cause in the 
terminal sickness that hangs over religious life today. When the 
depth of that sickness becomes obvious, it will leave in its wake 
disillusionment, despair, and pain. No seeds of renewal are 
contained in a literalism that is itself afraid of truth. 

The other sterile camp confronting institutionalized religion 
today is an empty postmodern secularity that has infected both 
the mainline churches and the society at large. It expresses it- 
self in the shallow life dedicated to the search for material plea- 
sure conducted within a vast spiritual vacuum. It is revealed in 
the lives of those for whom God has died and fate has become 
the final arbiter of meaning. Frequently this attitude is not so 
much articulated as it is lived. It is a response even of those 
who, because of the habits of a lifetime, still relate to religious 
institutions at nominal levels, even though they find no real 
sustenance there. Membership in such an institution does not 
finally affect their life, and ultimately it is so tangential to their 
being that they will not pass on to their children a living reli- 
gious heritage. No seeds of renewal will be found for the 
church in those who either consciously or unconsciously take 
up citizenship in the secular city. 

The church that does not face this dilemma seriously either 
does not understand the problem or does not know how to ad- 
dress it. Such a church drifts aimlessly, replacing faith with fel- 
lowship, avoiding the tough issues of life, standing for less and 
less for fear another part of its family will be offended and 
depart, knowing full well that the church’s drawing power is 
declining day by day. There is no future for Christianity unless 
the essence of Christian truth can be extracted from the phe- 
nomenalistic framework of the ancient past. There is no better 
place to pose the issue in all of its searing power than by open- 
ing to readers in a new way the Gospel According to Mark. For 
this is the issue with which this Gospel confronts a modern-day 
reader. 
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The Story from Mark's Point of View 


Mark was the first of the canonical Gospels to be written. 
This literary work was identified quickly with the city of Rome 
and may well have been written there. It was also associated 
with the Apostle Peter and early in the second century came to 
be regarded as the Petrine Gospel. The second-century Bishop 
of Hierapolis (ca. 130), a man named Papias, wrote that Mark 
was the interpreter of Peter. He wrote accurately, said Papias, 
but not in order. Mark had neither heard the Lord nor been his 
personal follower, but he had followed Peter. According to 
Papias, Peter adapted his teaching to the needs of his hearers, 
but he did not give a connected account. What Mark learned of 
Jesus, however, he learned from Peter.’ This assumption, 
whether accurate or not, surrounded Mark’s Gospel with the 
aura of apostolic authenticity, for Peter was widely regarded in 
the Christian tradition as the first among equals in the apostolic 
band. 

When this fact was combined with a connection to the city 
_ of Rome, it added up to enormous power for this messenger. 
Rome was already beginning to assert the same primacy in ec- 
clesiastical matters that the capital city possessed in political 
matters. Mark’s Gospel did carry with it such apparently inside 
stories involving Peter as the healing of his mother-in-law 
(Mark 1:29-39), the Gethsemane narrative (Mark 14:32ff), and 
the account of Peter’s denial (Mark 14:66-72), which served to 
strengthen its Petrine claim. 

The Gospel as a whole, however, reflected not so much the 
thought of a single author as the narration of the accumulation 
of a whole community’s faith tradition. That tradition seemed 
to be aimed at conditions that marked the city of Rome during 
the time of Emperor Nero. Roman Christians were struggling 
with unpopularity, persecution, and even death. To strengthen 
those so threatened, the text of this Gospel emphasized such 
things as the sufferings of Jesus, the warnings of Jesus that 
following him would involve sharing his suffering, and the 
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promise of great rewards to those who endured without the 
loss of their faith. It was clearly a message designed to com- 
municate with and to arm for faithfulness those facing the re- 
ality of martyrdom (see Mark 8:34-38; 10:28-30). 

The -suffering of Jesus was preordained, this Gospel as- 
serted. It was a suffering that lay in the innermost counsels of 
God. For Mark the innocent suffering of the righteous emissary 
of God was the way of atonement, and the one whose life 
accomplished this feat was marked with clear messianic over- 
tones. Beyond that, identifying with the innocent victim in his 
suffering promoted the possibility of receiving the ultimate gift 
of forgiveness, which carried with it the promise of a heavenly 
reward. 

Yet the behavior of Peter and all the other disciples during 
Jesus’ lifetime had not been marked with either courage or in- 
tegrity. Such memories as betrayal, denial, and abandonment 
were so real and so vivid that they could not be expunged from 
the record even after the passage of thirty to forty years. So 
they had to be explained. Mark accomplished this with the de- 
vice known as the messianic secret. All during Jesus’ life he had 
urged secrecy on those who glimpsed his power. That power 
was to be hidden until the revelatory moment of Easter. Even 
the chosen twelve were kept in doubt, as their behavior clearly 
revealed (Mark 1:25, 34, 44; 5:43; 7:36). All they could do was 
question: “Who then is this?” (Mark 4:41), and Jesus could be 
heard saying to them, “Do you not yet understand?” (Mark 
8:21). Even when a story was told in which Jesus raised from 
death to life the daughter of Jairus, the possibility of something 
less than a supernatural presence was stated by Jesus himself. 
“The child is not dead but sleeping,” he said (Mark 5:39). So 
those whose hearts were hardened always had a rational ex- 
planation, an alternative to faith, and the disciples had room to 
doubt, which made their treatment of Jesus understandable 
even if not admirable. Mark was writing at a time when that 
revelatory moment of Easter had removed the blinders, but the 
memory of the blindness lingered, and for it an explanation 
had to be offered. 
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The idle curiosity of modern people about the biographical 
details of Jesus’ life did not seem to interest Mark at all. He tells 
us nothing about Jesus’ appearance, his physique, his health, 
or his personality. We know that his mother’s name was Mary 
only because one of his critics could not explain his power and 
wondered how it was that the “son of Mary” could do these 
things (Mark 6:3). The name of Jesus’ presumed father, Joseph, 
was never mentioned, adding speculation to the early whispers 
that Jesus was illegitimate, for designation of one as “son of 
Mary” was not done normally unless the name of the father 
was unknown. This same critic also asserted that Jesus was a 
carpenter. The Christian community had trouble with this con- 
cept. Perhaps it proved to be far too human and therefore too 
derogatory an image. In Matthew’s Gospel, written fifteen to 
twenty years later, this biographical note was changed to sug- 
gest that Jesus was not the carpenter but “the carpenter’s son” 
(Matt. 13:55). In one stroke Matthew removed the absence of 
Jesus’ father and the human-sounding trade of being a carpen- 
ter. The power of the myth was growing. 

In Mark there is no reference as to whether Jesus was mar- 
ried, no definite length of his public ministry, no age at the 
moment of death, no instance from his earlier environment, 
and no development of his outlooks and beliefs. Indeed, ev- 
erything that Mark suggested that Jesus said and did could be 
accomplished in no more than four weeks. Biography was 
clearly not his purpose. 

Mark assumed that in the community for which he wrote 
they already knew this Jesus. This community had been, with 
Mark, the accumulators of the tradition that fed his manuscript. 
He had no need to introduce his subject to them. Indeed, he 
did not even explain who John the Baptist, Herod, or Pilate 
were (Mark 1:4; 6:14; 15:1), nor did he act as if anyone would 
fail to know what he meant when he referred to “the wilder- 
ness” (Mark 1:12) or the Jordan (Mark 1:9). Mark’s task was to 
commit the faith of his community to writing. Perhaps the im- 
pulse for this was the suggestion in the tradition that Peter had 
been put to death as a martyr under Nero, and that therefore 
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the story so deeply shaped by Peter had to achieve the perma- 
nency of the written word while it was still fresh. This is part 
of the speculative argument that would date this Gospel no 
earlier than 65 c.g. and no later than the early 70s. 

Mark had only the embryo of a narrative. He started with 
the baptism and brought his story slowly but irrevocably from 
its Galilean origins to its Jerusalem climax. In the first half of his 
book, the.emphasis was on the miraculous deeds of Jesus that 
caused the crowds to wonder. His teaching was directed to- 
ward those crowds. The burden of his message had to do with 
the inbreaking of the Kingdom of God. The first words Mark 
put into the mouth of Jesus were “The time is fulfilled, and the 
Kingdom of God is at hand; repent, and believe in the gospel” 
(Mark 1:15). It was a message consistent with the mythological 
framework in which Mark and the early Christians understood 
the meaning of Jesus. Only by getting our minds inside that 
framework can the literal nuances of the Markan narrative be- 
gin to be understandable. Even that process, however, will not 
make those words believable. It is nonetheless the first step 
that one who seeks the Bible’s truth must take. 

For Mark and the early Christians the universe, no matter 
how limited their understanding of it was, had nonetheless 
been brought into being by a single creative act of God. God 
had a purpose for the created world. It was to be the arena in 
which the divine will was done on earth as it was in heaven. 
Throughout history God had exerted pressure to bring the 
world into conformity with that purpose—a process that ex- 
plained both the Law and the Prophets. God’s problem was 
that various powers opposed to God roamed this earth under 
the direction of their satanic leader, causing the world to di- 
verge widely from the divine intention. Plans were set for a 
decisive divine intervention that would set up the ultimate 
struggle between good and evil. Some thought that interven- 
tion would be by direct action. Others thought God would act 
through an intermediary. Some thought the final state would 
be the Kingdom of God on earth. Others thought it would 
require the creation of a new heaven and a new earth for the 
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redeemed. Still others combined the two—a state of salvation 
here and eternity in the new age. 

The powers of evil would not give up this world without a 
struggle, so the suffering of the final days would be intense. 
“For in those days there will be such tribulation as has not been 
from the beginning of the creation which God created until 
now, and never will be” (Mark 13:19). This struggle would af- 
fect the whole universe: “the sun will be darkened, and the 
moon will not give its light, and the stars will be falling from 
heaven, and the powers in the heavens will be shaken” (Mark 
13:24, 25). These words are part of Mark’s prelude and pream- 
ble to the story of the passion of Jesus of Nazareth. 

This man Jesus was seen as nothing less than the divine 
emissary. The bar nasha of Jewish mythology was a term trans- 
lated “son of man” in the biblical text, but it more accurately 
meant simply “the man” and referred to a godlike, transcend- 
ent figure sent from heaven, where he had once existed at 
God’s side. “The man” would possess, Mark assumed, the di- 
vine power to work supernaturally. The demons would know 
him and quake before him. In episode after episode he would 
exorcise them as a public sign of his power. He would control 
the forces of nature. He walked on water (Mark 6:48) and com- 
manded the wind (Mark 4:41). 

Finally the struggle reached its climax. Jesus came to Jeru- 
salem in a visible claim of messianic status (Mark 11:1-10). Peo- 
ple recognized him and shouted that he came “in the name of 
the Lord.” They cried, “Hosannah in the highest” (Mark 11:10). 
He viewed God’s temple as clearly in the hands of the enemy 
(Mark 11:11). He cursed a fig tree for not bearing fruit (Mark 
11:13ff). It was not the season for figs, but this was the agent 
of God’s creation to whom the whole creation must be respon- 
sive. Then he claimed the temple in a violent prophetic act 
(Mark 11:15ff). Shortly thereafter he told a parable about those 
who beat and killed various emissaries of the one who owned 
the vineyard. Finally, when the owner sent his own son, they 
murdered him and claimed the vineyard for themselves. The 
lord of the vineyard would, however, finally prevail. The tenants 
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would be banished. The vineyard would be given to those wor- 
thy to inherit it (Mark 12:1-9). 

The drama heightened. The power of Caesar was invoked 
against him (Mark 12:14ff). The tradition of the Jews was in- 
voked against him (Mark 12:18ff). The interpretations of the 
Torah were invoked against him (Mark 12:28ff). Then came the 
power of nature reflecting the mortal struggle (Mark 13). Finally 
one of Jesus’ own became the betrayer. Mark simply said, 
“Then Judas Iscariot, who was one of the twelve, went to the 
chief priests in order to betray him to them. And when they 
heard it they were glad” (Mark 14:10). Luke, writing a gener- 
ation or so later, sought to make sure his readers did not mis- 
understand that this act of treachery was also part of the final 
struggle between God, the source of light, and Satan, the 
prince of darkness; for Luke wrote, “Then Satan entered into 
Judas” and the act of betrayal was set (Luke 22:3). John ob- 
served that when Judas left the table fellowship that fateful 
evening, “it was night” (John 13:30). The power of darkness 
was about to extinguish the light. In the darkness of that night 
Jesus sat with his disciples to give them a foretaste of the mes- 
sianic banquet that would inaugurate the Kingdom of God 
(Mark 14:22ff). He knew that they would all be scattered, and 
he said so. He knew Peter would fail, and he told him so 
openly. This would enable them to believe that they, too, fell 
for a moment under the sway of the powers of evil. 

The drama proceeded until the powers of evil had their 
day. When Jesus was arrested, Luke changed Mark’s words by 
adding “This is your hour, and the power of darkness” (Luke 
22:53). When the son of man was being killed, darkness, said 
both Matthew and Luke, engulfed the whole earth (Matt. 17:45; 
Luke 23:44). Mark had the centurion standing watch on the hill 
called Calvary exclaim, “Truly this man was the Son of God!” 
(Mark 15:39). This is one of only five occasions when Mark used 
this title. Exactly what it meant to him is not clear. It is only 
clear that this evangelist attached great significance to it. On 
that fateful Friday, in the minds of the followers of Jesus, dark- 
ness had prevailed and Satan was victorious. Hope was gone. 
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The disciples were scattered. Evil reigned supreme. It was 
against this background that the moment called Easter dawned 
for Mark. 

For this Gospel writer Easter did not mean a resuscitation 
back to life. There was in Mark no story of something we might 
call a resurrection appearance. There was only an empty tomb, 
an angelic proclamation, and some startled women. There was 
the hint of an epiphanous manifestation that would occur in 
the future, for the messenger said, “Tell his disciples and Peter 
that he [Jesus] is going before you to Galilee; there you will see 
him, as he told you” (Mark 16:7). The presence of an angelic 
messenger would argue to Mark’s readers that the power of 
darkness was not able to achieve a total victory. 

The sheep that Jesus said would be scattered (Mark 14:37) 
would now, the angelic hint suggested, be gathered once more 
behind their victorious shepherd. He would then lead the re- 
constituted community into Galilee, just as Mark had portrayed 
him earlier as saying he would do (Mark 14:28). Galilee had for 
Jesus and his earliest followers a special status as a holy place. 
Jerusalem, by contrast, was the source of opposition and un- 
belief. It was in Galilee that they believed the inbreaking of the 
Kingdom, called the Parousia, would take place. The disciples 
in Galilee would behold him in the splendor of his Parousia 
appearance. The women who received this instruction, how- 
ever, according to Mark, “fled from the tomb; for trembling and 
astonishment had come upon them” (Mark 16:8). Far from car- 
rying out the angelic instruction, according to Mark, the 
women “said nothing to any one” (Mark 16:8). 

In the Greek the emphatic note in these words cannot be 
dismissed. D. E. Nineham argues that “the women’s profound 
emotion is described in order to bring out the overwhelming 
and sheerly supernatural character of that to which it was a 
response.”* This was a device Mark had used when he con- 
cluded the story in which Jesus stilled both wind and wave. 
“And they were filled with awe, and said to one another, ‘Who 
then is this’ ” (Mark 4:41). Mark used it again when he narrated 
the story of Jesus walking on the water. “They thought it was 
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a ghost, and cried out; for they all saw him, and were terrified” 
(Mark 6:49, 50). 

Is it not conceivable that within Mark’s worldview he had 
led his reader to the same stance and was suggesting that if the 
reader could come to understand the full significance of what 
had occurred, a similar response of amazement and godly fear 
would be forthcoming? For what had flowed from this moment 
his readers knew full well. Indeed, they still waited anxiously 
for that final return. Mark has said earlier: 


And then they will see the Son of man coming in clouds with 
great power and glory. And then he will send out the angels, 
and gather his elect from the four winds, from the ends of the 
earth to the ends of heaven. ... Truly, I say to you, this 
generation will not pass away before all these things take 
place. Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will 
not pass away. But of that day or that hour no one knows, 
not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the 
Father. Take heed, watch; for you do not know when the 
time will come. . . . And what I say to you I say to all: Watch. 
(Mark 13:26-37) 


Mark took his readers through the battle between demonic 
forces and God’s emissary. The evil powers seemed to prevail, 
but the tomb was empty. The angelic messenger proclaimed 
that the crucified one had been raised. God had restored him to 
heaven to the right hand of divine power. From there he would 
come in triumph; so stand in awe and tremble in fear, and he 
will lead you into Galilee, and there the end of time, the King- 
dom of God, will enter history. Those who were among God’s 
elect, those who knew the Messiah, would enter that Kingdom. 


How Should We Interpret Mark? 


That is Mark’s story. That is Mark’s Gospel. That is Mark’s 
understanding of the one he calls Lord and Christ. Most espe- 
cially, that is the faith tradition and corporate understanding of 
a community of Christians, probably in Rome, who were en- 
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during the rigors of a persecution and martyrdom that had re- 
cently claimed their revered leader Peter. 

But where does that leave us? The mythology that Mark 
believed so fervently is hardly believable in our day. But within 
that mythology Mark has captured, explained, and distorted 
the Jesus of history. Can we ever meet this Jesus apart from this 
mythology? Is there a Jesus to meet beyond the interpretive 
framework of the first century? We understand what causes 
wind and wave, epilepsy and deaf muteness in ways that in- 
volve no appeal to supernatural forces. If we use the phrase 
darkness at noon it would have for us only poetic, not supernat- 
ural, connotations. Does the mythology of the first century pos- 
sess a truth we can recover, a power we can meet? Can the 
Christ who had such an awesome, life-changing reality for 
those who met him through this mythology still meet us even 
if it must be apart from this mythology? Can we stand figura- 
tively with the women before that empty tomb and say, “I 
believe,” even if we have to add “help thou my unbelief” (Mark 
9:24)? 

Was Jesus in touch with an ultimate meaning that is eternal 
and life giving? Can he be for us a way into that meaning, a 
way into God that will change our lives? In the Johannine 
words, which I will examine in a subsequent chapter, can Jesus 
be for us the way, the truth, and the life without religious 
delusion or hysterical religious claims? These are the questions 
that the Gospel of Mark raises for me and perhaps for my gen- 
eration. The literalization of the Scriptures is worse than no 
answer. It clothes God in ignorance, prejudice, and irrational- 
ity. Not to use the Scriptures as a guide, however, is to dismiss 
our one link to this powerful figure, Jesus of Nazareth, who 
may be worthy of our deepest exploration. This Jesus of 
Nazareth may well be, as many millions have claimed for him, 
our doorway into the love and meaning that we call God and 
that each of us in myriads of ways seeks. 

“There are,” as New Testament scholar Edward Schille- 
beeckx asserts, “no ghosts or gods wandering around in our 
human history; only people.”? Yet this Jesus made many aware 


143 


that through his life God was at work within him. Somehow 
Jesus had the power to touch off a religious movement that 
became a world religion, asserting that this Jesus was the rev- 
elation of God in the very intensity of his personal life. He 
triggered in his own day responses so powerful that some pro- 
fessed unconditional faith and others aggressive unbelief. It is 
easy to understand in the light of such a range of responses 
how people could have interpreted his very being in terms of 
the ultimate and supernatural battle between life and death, 
God and Satan, light and darkness. 

But we need to recognize that it was the movement brought 
into being by this Jesus that has preserved for us any portrait 
whatsoever of the Jesus of history. No matter how deeply dis- 
torted the various interpretations of him have been, it is only 
because his was a life that demanded interpretation then and 
demands it still that he remains alive for us. He is, because of 
this ongoing and living tradition, still available to our touch and 
perhaps even to our grasp. Like the disciples, we, too, are led 
to ask, Who is this man that people could believe that the wind 
and waves obeyed him, that water was his to walk on, that fig 
trees existed to feed him even when figs were not in season, 
and that even death could not contain him? 

The New Testament is nothing less than the deposit of that 
Jesus movement. The movement was the reality that forced the 
narratives to be written. It was Jesus’ life that created the move- 
ment, and the Christian response to Jesus has not yet been 
concluded, not even by the freezing of the story in the various 
forms represented in the canon of Scripture. He has been many 
things to many people in many ages—all of them different, 
most of them not mutually exclusive. The response has run 
between the poles of fully human and truly divine. What man- 
ner of human being is this about which the human response 
has been so intense? 

There is no starting place for this inquiry other than the 
New Testament. It is the church’s charter or foundation docu- 
ment. It is not to be ignored, because there is no substitute for 
the Scriptures. But it is beyond and beneath its words that we 


14M4A 


must journey. One cannot, however, journey beyond and be- 
neath its words unless one knows those words deeply, fully, 
and in the spirit created by those words. For the early Chris- 
tians spirit and the recollection of Jesus were a single reality. 
The spirit was that which brought all things to remembrance. 
Jesus left a movement that remembers. He left a people con- 
scious of being new. His legacy was the intense human hope 
that a universal shalom could be created that would enable the 
world to say that the Kingdom of God has come, that our God 
reigns. 

It is inside that movement that modern Christians are called 
to journey today. We journey as those seeking to discover our 
own identities. We journey as men and women in search of 
wholeness for ourselves and one another, for freedom from the 
distortions of our prejudices, fears, threats, angers. We look at 
those things that both define us and limit us: sex, family, tribe, 
and religion. We look at the arenas of our competition in the 
never-ending struggle to survive. We see those things that af- 
firm our being in the face of the ultimate threat of nonbeing, 
and we call those holy. We even call those things God. We 
plumb the depths of our own humanity until we touch our 
limits, and then we seek ways to transcend those limits. En- 
hanced consciousness does it, deepened humanity does it, an 
infinite and eternal love does it. 

Is God, that once we pictured as dwelling in the sky ex- 
ternal to us, now to be seen as the holy presence that is met at 
the edges of our own transcendence? Do we find God in the 
call to live and love and be, the call to openness, to heightened 
consciousness, and to the willingness to risk for the sake of 
gaining these treasures? Can God be found in these moments 
for us, and if God can be found there, is there any longer any 
wonder that our forebears in this Christian journey found God 
in the person of Jesus? He was alive, loving, forgiving, inclu- 
sive, open, and universal. The primary mark of this move- 
ment that stemmed from him was that barriers faded. In Christ 
there is neither Jew nor Greek, bond nor free, male nor female 
(Gal. 3:28), and, dare we add with the knowledge of our day, 
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homosexual person or heterosexual person. In the Christ spirit, 
the barrier of language disappeared and a holy community took 
its place where the universal language of love marked the fel- 
lowship (Acts 2:5ff). 

Is not the primary message of the Easter narratives that 
even the barrier of death must not deter us in our quest for life 
and love? Even at the point of death our faith tradition asserts 
that darkness can be pushed aside by the power of the Life- 
Giver. These are the symbols that must be resurrected and 
made real for our time. Then we can walk in the company of 
Christians like Mark, whose yearning and whose experience 
was quite similar to our own but whose words and concepts 
came out of another time, another world, another frame of ref- 
erence. We can read his words not as portraying those symbols 
that have captured truth but as opening those symbols that 
point to truth. Then we modern Christians can travel with his 
pointers and, discovering his reality, can know that it is in 
touch with our reality. Then Mark’s words, called Holy Scrip- 
ture, can become for us living words once more. 

This is my hope and my longing. That is also the primary 
reason that I seek to rescue the Bible from fundamentalism. I 
want Mark to point me beyond his angels and devils, beyond 
his nature miracles and miraculous healings, beyond the dark- 
ness at noon and the empty tombs to discover that living Lord 
who made God real for Mark and for his community of people. 
Then I also can begin to find the life that makes God real for 
me. I can then proclaim with Mark that I stand as he did at “the 
beginning of the Gospel of Jesus, Messiah, the Son of God” 
(Mark 1:1). 
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10 


Matthew: 
The Story of Jesus 
from a Hebrew Perspective 


Many preachers, it is said, first have a sermon to deliver 
and only then, as a matter of second importance, do they seek 
a text to give that sermon biblical authenticity. In many ways 
the author of the Gospel of Matthew follows this procedure. 
Both these anonymous preachers and the author of Matthew 
sometimes stretch the biblical text beyond its original meaning 
and not infrequently even beyond recognition. 


Who Was Matthew? 


The author of this Gospel was a Jew living in perilous 
times. The city of Jerusalem had been destroyed by the Romans 
more than a decade earlier. The temple, the symbol of Jewish 
religious life, had been razed. The cohesive center of Jewish 
identity was no more. There was among the Jewish people, 
including those Jews who had come to acclaim Jesus of 
Nazareth as Messiah, a sense of devastation and irrevocable 
loss. They had both consciously and unconsciously defined 
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themselves in terms of Jerusalem. They were the Jews of the 
Diaspora, the dispersed Jews, who knew from whence they 
were dispersed. Now that the symbol of their unity was gone, 
they would need to define themselves in a new way or perish 
as a people of history. 

For Jewish Christians this dilemma was even more intense. 
As Christians they were subjected to the abuse of the pagan 
gentile government of Rome. The persecutions under Emper- 
or Nero were seared into their memories. Important first- 
generation Jewish Christian leaders, like Peter and Paul, had 
perished in that hostile wave. In addition to this, however, the 
Jewish Christians also felt the lash of hostility from their Jewish 
brothers and sisters. By opening themselves to the messianic 
claims made on behalf of Jesus of Nazareth, these Jewish Chris- 
tians had broken ranks with orthodox Judaism. They had 
moved beyond the strict observance of the Law. The Christian 
day of resurrection had begun to compete with the Jewish Sab- 
bath day observance as the primary holy day for worship. Table 
fellowship with non-Jews, a practice anathema to strict Jewish 
observance, was part of the very worship life of the Christian 
community. 

Christians gathered weekly on the Lord’s day to share the 
bread and wine of the Eucharist. At this point in history that 
eucharistic act had not yet been so refined liturgically that the 
original form of a common meal was not still obvious. Some- 
times the Eucharist was even part of a larger banquet called the 
agape or love feast. Certainly this practice threw down the - 
gauntlet to those who felt that the radical exclusiveness of their 
Jewishness forbade table fellowship with non-Jews. For over 
five hundred years, or since the Babylonian exile, Jewishness 
had been preserved by a tradition of radical separatism. Now 
this seemed threatened by the Christian sect within Judaism 
called the followers of the way. With threat comes fear, hos- 
tility, and, not infrequently, overt acts of violence. So it was 
that Jewish Christians felt vulnerable on both the gentile and 
the Jewish sides of their lives. 
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The author of Matthew’s Gospel almost certainly lived in 
this double-edged vulnerability. He was a Jew of the Diaspora, 
deeply familiar with and deeply devoted to this religious tra- 
dition. More than any other Christian writer he identified with 
his Jewishness. Matthew had no desire to abandon his faith, 
but he had every desire to stretch it toward inclusiveness. 
There is at least the possibility that he left one autobiographical 
note in the text of his Gospel itself when he wrote, “Every 
scribe who has been trained for the Kingdom of Heaven is like 
a householder who brings out of his treasure what is new and 
what is old” (Matt. 13:52), for bringing both the value of the old 
and the freshness of the new out of Scripture is exactly what he 
did in the Gospel we call Matthew. 

An analysis of the internal nuances of this book make it 
evident that the author of Matthew was a conservative-minded 
Jew, one who was trained in the legal disciplines, and one who 
followed the methods and interests popular among the Levites. 
He related Jesus to Jewish ideals, expectations, and heroes. He 
reflected a consuming interest in Israel as the chosen people 
and in Jesus as the embodiment of a new Israel. 

Where in the empire this Gospel was written has never 
been finally established. Antioch is the favorite. It was, scholars 
are certain, written beyond the physical boundaries of Pales- 
tine, the holy land, but not beyond a passionate desire to affirm 
the traditions and priorities of Palestinian Judaism, even as that 
tradition and those priorities were opened to new dimensions 
by a Jewish Messiah named Jesus. This narrative was finally 
designed to compel people to go into all the world. 

This was a story that only a Jewish-Christian scribe could 
tell. It burned within him so intensely that he read all the Jew- 
ish Scriptures and looked at all the Jewish traditions in the light 
of that one revelatory truth he had come to acknowledge in 
Jesus of Nazareth. Inevitably, like many preachers whose zeal 
is greater than their research, Matthew’s use of these Jewish 
texts to prove his case left much to be desired. By modern 
standards of biblical scholarship, Matthew was something of a 
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disaster. This, for the biblical literalists, creates some insur- 
mountable problems. 

Matthew was not perfect. On many occasions he was not 
even correct. Matthew’s Jesus was portrayed as saying things 
that are ‘not believable unless rationality itself is suspended. 
Such problems are not unique to Matthew. They are discover- 
able and present in almost every part of the Bible, as we have 
seen in previous chapters and will see again in succeeding 
chapters. 


Matthew's Sources and Story 


Matthew knew of the Gospel of Mark and used it exten- 
sively. Mark had been circulating among the various Christian 
communities for fifteen to twenty years. Matthew had no dif- 
ficulty with the framework of demonic powers that was as- 
sumed by the First Gospel. That was the unquestioned wisdom 
of the day. But he also did not regard Mark as either Holy 
Scripture or as literally inerrant, for Matthew altered Mark’s 
text frequently to suit his agenda, his writing task, his audi- 
ence, and his theological perspective. Because Matthew wrote 
after Mark, the need to define Jesus had had more time to 
develop, had more challenges to meet and more false ideas to 
confront. The way Matthew changed the Marcan text made this 
clear. 

Mark raised the question about authority in the treatment 
of the Sabbath day issue and had Jesus say, “The sabbath was 
made for man, not man for the sabbath; so the Son of man is 
lord even of the sabbath” (Mark 2:27, 28). Matthew heightened 
the impact of this debate by omitting the first part of this saying 
and by proclaiming rather polemically that something greater 
than the temple and all the religious traditions of Israel was 
present in him. Only then does he claim for himself lordship 
over the Sabbath (Matt. 12:6-8). 

Mark was far more hesitant to make the specific identifica- 
tion of Jesus with the Son of man (Mark 8:38) than Matthew 
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was (Matt. 16:24-28). It was a slight shift, but Matthew wanted 
to make overt what Mark seemed to claim somewhat covertly. 
This pattern was repeated in another episode in which Mat- 
thew both corrected and enhanced Mark’s record. In Mark 
(10:17-18) a man addressed Jesus saying, “Good teacher, what 
must I do to inherit eternal life?” to which Mark had Jesus 
respond, “Why do you call me good? No one is good but God 
alone.” The relationship between Jesus and God was not 
worked out very well at this early stage, represented by Mark. 
Recall that Mark seemed to know nothing about a supernatural 
birth tradition or a resurrection appearance tradition. The di- 
vinity of Christ claim was evidently not offended by Mark’s 
Jesus declining to be called “good,” reserving that designation 
for God alone. 

By the time Matthew wrote, however, the Christ claim to 
be uniquely related to God had been established. Matthew 
changed Mark’s narrative thus: “One came up to him [Jesus] 
saying ‘Teacher, what good deed must I do to have eternal life?’ 
And he [Jesus] said to him, ‘Why do you ask me about what is 
good? One there is who is good” (Matt. 19:16-17). Matthew’s 
apologetic need is obvious in the way he altered the Markan 
text. For Matthew’s version implies that Jesus himself is the 
Good One. This Evangelist Jesus was not just the herald of 
God's saving act, he had become the principal, the restorer, the 
agent through which God had acted. This point of view was 
enhanced when Matthew had Jesus say to his disciples, “He 
who receives you receives me, and he who receives me receives 
him who sent me” (Matt. 10:40); when Jesus said, “Whoever 
receives one such child in my name receives me” (Matt. 18:5); 
and finally when the Matthean Christ said, “Where two or 
three are gathered in my name, there am I in the midst of 
them” (Matt. 18:20). 

Recall that this closer identification of Jesus with God ap- 
peared in Matthew’s birth narrative, when Joseph was in- 
formed in the dream that this child will “be called Emmanuel 
(which means God with us)” (Matt. 1:23), and was repeated in 
Matthew’s resurrection narrative, when the exalted Christ 
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promised, “Lo, Iam with you always, to the close of the age” 
(Matt. 28:20). Matthew’s conception of who Jesus was had 
clearly gone beyond the view that he received from Mark. Fur- 
thermore, the permanence of Jesus’ relationship to the Chris- 
tian community in Matthew drove him to enhance in a similar 
fashion the permanence of Jesus’ relationship to God. Jesus 
was the Son of man, so “every one who acknowledges me [Je- 
sus] before men [and women], I will also acknowledge before 
my Father who is in heaven; but whoever denies me before 
men [and women], I also will deny before my Father who is in 
heaven” (Matt. 10:32-33). This claim, which sounds only slight- 
ly threatening in this Matthean passage, became overtly venge- 
ful later when Matthew had Jesus say, “For the Son of man is 
to come with his angels in the glory of his Father, and then he 
will repay every man [person] for what he [she] has done” 
(Matt. 16:27). 

As the Messiah Jesus was for Matthew sent to the lost 
sheep of the house of Israel (Matt. 10:6; 15:24). As the risen 
Lord he had been given authority over heaven and earth (Matt. 
28:18). As the Son of man he would judge the earth and sep- 
arate the sheep from the goats, sending one group to bliss, the 
other to torment (Matt. 25:31ff). The figure of the Christ was 
significantly enhanced for Matthew, and because of this, he 
changed, edited, and added to Mark in his story to make these 
heightened claims unmistakable to his readers. In Mark’s story 
about the stilling of the storm, the disciples addressed Jesus as 
“teacher” (Mark 4:38), but when Matthew included that story in 
his narrative, he changed “teacher” to “Lord” (Matt. 8:25). In 
the transfiguration narrative, Mark had Peter address Jesus as 
“Master” (Mark 9:5). Matthew in his Gospel also changed that 
to “Lord” (Matt. 17:4). Mark had James and John, the sons of 
Zebedee, come to Jesus seeking the personal honor of sitting on 
his right and left in glory. They addressed him as “teacher” 
(Mark 10:35). Matthew, perhaps unable to put these disciples in 
so bad a light, changed his story so that it was the mother of 
James and John, rather than the disciples themselves, who 
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made this request. She did not address Jesus by any title but 
rather knelt before him to beg him for this honor for her sons 
(Matt. 20:20-21). The context and the debate about who Jesus 
was and is had moved by the time of Matthew to a new 
level—a level that Mark did not even need to understand. This 
simple fact alone makes it all but nonsensical to claim that 
somehow such contradictory differences can still be the literal, 
inerrant work of God. 

Matthew was also given to heightening the miraculous. 
Miracle and magic were part of the world in which he lived. It 
was Matthew alone who said that the birth of Jesus was marked 
by a star that wandered through the heavens (Matt. 2:1-2). It 
was Matthew alone who had Jesus suggest that Simon Peter 
should pay his taxes with the money that he would find in the 
mouth of the first fish he caught when he went down to the sea 
(Matt. 17:24-27). This strange story is generally avoided by fun- 
damentalist preachers. It was Matthew who expanded dramat- 
ically Mark’s list of wonders at the time of Jesus’ crucifixion. 
Mark told us only that “the veil of the temple was torn in two, 
from top to bottom” (Mark 15:38). Matthew added that “the 
earth shook, and the rocks were split; the tombs also were 
opened, and many bodies of the saints who had fallen asleep 
were raised, and coming out of the tombs after his resurrection 
they went into the holy city and appeared to many”(Matt. 
27:51-53). It is strange that no one else ever mentioned such 
weird and awesome phenomena. The only explanation is that 
these events did not happen but were a figment of Matthew’s 
fertile imagination. Once again, this is a text embarrassing to 
literalists and generally ignored by fundamentalists. 

Matthew’s penchant for heightening the miraculous also 
colored his story of the resurrection. To Mark’s narrative Mat- 
thew added an earthquake and a descending “angel of the 
Lord” to explain how the tomb was opened (Matt. 28:2). The 
supernatural aspects of the angel were enhanced by such 
words as “his appearance was like lightning and his raiment 
white as snow” (Matt. 28:3). This in turn accounted for the 
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ineptitude of the guards who had been posted at the tomb. 
These supernatural wonders, Matthew asserted, caused them 
“to tremble” and to become “as dead men” (Matt. 28:4). Mat- 
thew also added a resurrection appearance of Jesus to the 
women in the garden that Mark had not suggested at all. 
Matthew’s narrative here, however, was cumbersome and 
gives the impression of being contrived. The risen Christ in this 
text was not very original. For example, he repeated almost 
verbatim the earlier message of the angel to the women (Matt. 
28:9, 10). Finally Matthew countered the obvious criticism that 
had begun to arise in Jewish circles that suggested that the 
disciples had stolen the body. It was, he offered, a lie begun by 
the chief priests, who bribed the soldiers to perpetuate this “of- 
ficial version,” which, said Matthew, “has been spread among 
the Jews to this day” (Matt. 28:15). 

Beyond his propensity for heightening and exaggerating the 
miraculous, Matthew also made some obvious mistakes. Like 
Mark, he assumed the Davidic authorship of the Psalms (Matt. 
22:43). More obviously, in the genealogy that opens Matthew’s 
Gospel, there are gross inaccuracies. Matthew left out some 
things in order to make operative his miraculous scheme of 
exactly fourteen generations from Abraham to David, David to 
the exile, and the exile to Jesus (Matt. 1:1-17).' There are those 
who have suggested in jest that Matthew could not count very 
well. 

Counting seemed to have been a problem for Matthew’s 
Jesus also. Matthew had Jesus say, “For as Jonah was three 
days and three nights in the belly of the whale, so will the Son 
of man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth” 
(Matt. 12:40). We are so accustomed to the creedal phrase “on 
the third day” that we slide unthinkingly over this strange text. 
Jesus, however, even according to Matthew, was not three 
days and three nights in the heart of the earth between Good 
Friday and Easter. He was buried after his death, which oc- 
curred about 3:00 p.m. (the ninth hour) (Matt. 27:45, 46) on Fri- 
day. He had escaped the tomb before dawn on the first day of 
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the week (Matt. 28:1). This is not three days and three nights. 
It is one day and two nights or thirty-six hours, not seventy- 
two hours. 

Matthew also had a strange fascination with hell, gnashing 
of teeth, weeping and wailing, burning pits, and eternal pun- 
ishment. Indeed, if Matthew could be deleted from the Chris- 
tian writings, about 90 percent of the references to the fires of 
hell would be eliminated from the Christian tradition. Hell was 
not a Matthean invention. It was, however, a Matthean em- 
phasis. Indeed, his was an overemphasis when compared with 
other Christian writings. Hell is a favorite theme in the evan- 
gelistic preaching of the literalists, of course, where behavior 
control by means of reward and punishment is prominent. To 
portray a God who would inflict eternal suffering and pain on 
those whose evil no matter how gross was nonetheless not 
eternal is itself a strange concept. But the contrast between fiery 
pits with distorted creatures who could but weep and wail for 
eternity and the life of bliss where the good were united with 
their loved ones in a land flowing with milk and honey and 
possessing golden lampstands was powerful indeed. In a world 
of premodern unsophistication, such images were literally be- 
lieved. They still are believed, but by a smaller and smaller 
number of people, who appear incapable of thinking outside 
concrete images. For those whose minds can escape into the 
realm of the abstract, these images long ago lost their power. 

These accumulated weaknesses that are apparent in Mat- 
thew’s Gospel render the literal understanding of this Gospel to 
be both inept and incapable of being sustained. But that is to 
judge this ancient work by modern critical standards. In fair- 
ness, it must be stated that neither the author of Matthew nor 
the original readers of this Gospel would have been aware of or 
distressed by this list of weaknesses. It is relevant only for 
those who want to freeze the Bible into literalism and must 
therefore, in the service of that distorting straitjacket, impose 
the framework of centuries ago upon the modern believer as a 
prerequisite to faith. 
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Matthew’s Task 


To explore the truth in Matthew’s Gospel one needs to take 
seriously Matthew’s Jewishness and one needs to be conver- 
sant with the living tradition that fed the practice of Judaism in 
the first century. Apart from these things, the meaning of the 
New Testament in general and Matthew’s Gospel in particular 
will be lost to modern minds. Matthew wanted to call the 
Christian movement in this critical moment of its history to a 
genuine and deep appreciation of its Jewish heritage, and then 
he wanted to call Jew and gentile alike to an inclusive commu- 
nity in which the God of the Jews could be worshiped by the 
gentiles. Matthew worked primarily, however, on the Jewish 
side of that equation. As we shall observe in the next chapter, 
Luke worked primarily on the gentile side of that equation. 
This is the significant difference between these two particular 
evangelists, who had so much besides their personal angle of 
vision in common, sharing as they did an enormous amount of 
common data. 

The Gospel of Matthew was an early attempt in a Hebrew 
context to answer the question, Who is this Jesus? It appealed 
constantly to the Hebrew Scriptures. It viewed that Scripture 
overwhelmingly as pointing in word and symbol to Jesus of 
Nazareth. It suggested that the covenant people of God called 
the ecclesia must relive the Hebrew experience. The prologue 
to Matthew’s story, known as the birth narrative, proclaimed 
that Jesus was the son of Abraham, the son of David, and the 
son of God. All three designations were important to Jews 
(Matt. 1:1). 

The Bethlehem birth story was fashioned around the words 
of the Hebrew prophet Micah (Matt. 2:1-6; Mic. 5:2). The es- 
cape into Egypt by the holy family fleeing the clutches of Herod 
relived the Egyptian phase of Hebrew history (Matt. 2:13ff; 
Gen. 46). The slaughter of the innocents (Matt. 2:16) retold the 
story of Moses’ escape at his birth from the wrath of Pharaoh 
(Exod. 21:1ff). Rachel weeping for her children echoed the exile 
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(Matt. 2:18; Jer. 31:15; Gen. 35:16-20). Moses, the one who led 
the children of Israel out of the bondage of slavery in Egypt, 
would inevitably color the account of the new and greater 
Moses who would lead the world out of the bondage of sin and 
into the promised land of the Kingdom of God. Israel’s Red Sea 
experience was present in the story of Jesus’ baptism (Matt. 
3:1ff; Exod. 14:21ff). In both episodes identity was secured first 
as a nation and second as a messianic figure. Both the national 
identity of Israel and the personal identity of Jesus as messiah 
were, however, the by-products of a unique relationship to the 
Holy God. The heavenly words heard at the baptism (Matt. 
3:17) echo the words of Isaiah (Isa. 42:1), where the faithful 
servant, portrayed as the ideal Jew, first walked the earth’s 
stage. 

Israel wandered in the wilderness for forty years, says the 
history of these people. In the wilderness they tested their vo- 
cation, they received the Law at Sinai (Exod. 19ff), and they 
were fed by their God with heavenly food, called manna (Exod. 
16:4ff). The messianic figure, it was widely believed in Jewish 
circles, must repeat that history; so the period of Jesus’ life that 
had been spent in the desert was transformed into forty days of 
temptation and testing (Matt. 4:1ff). Various modes of living 
out the messianic role played in Jesus’ mind. All of them were 
to be rejected. He would not be the miraculous feeder of the 
hungry, as a way to gain attention and power, for “man [wom- 
an] does not live by bread alone” (Matt. 4:4). He would not 
accumulate the wealth and status of the world to accomplish 
his purpose, for “you shall not tempt the Lord your God” 
(Matt. 4:7). He would not surround himself with the things and 
accoutrements of worship by acting out religious miracles, for 
“you shall worship the Lord your God and Him only shall you 
serve” (Matt. 4:10). 

Matthew's Jesus emerged from the wilderness and went to 
a mountaintop to teach the crowds the meaning of the New 
Covenant. This symbol was not missed by Matthew's readers. 
Moses had gone to a mountaintop to get the Law, so the new 
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and greater Moses must do likewise. The Mosaic Law began 
with the short, pithy, easy-to-remember rules we call the Ten 
Commandments. The New Covenant also began with short, 
pithy, easy-to-remember statements that we call the Beatitudes. 
In both series there were really only nine statements. However, 
because ten is the number of fingers on both hands, the com- 
mandments have always been recorded as being ten in 
number.” 

Still to come in Matthew’s Gospel was the account of Jesus 
feeding the multitude in the wilderness (Matt. 14:13-21), yet 
another reference colored by the memory of Moses. By the time 
this narrative was written, whatever the historic event was had 
been lost and what was left was a highly stylized narrative with 
obvious eucharistic and liturgical nuances. The historic words 
of the liturgy of the Last Supper were used. Jesus took the 
bread, blessed it, broke it, and gave it (Matt. 14:19). Matthew 
followed Mark here and recorded two feeding miracles. One 
miracle was for Jews with five loaves and two fish; the other 
was for gentiles with seven loaves and a few fish (Matt. 15:32- 
39). On the Jewish side of the lake, five thousand men were fed 
(plus women and children—in patriarchal society women and 
children really do not count), and twelve baskets of fragments 
were gathered afterward. On the gentile side of the lake, four 
thousand men were fed (plus women and children), and seven 
baskets of fragments were collected. 

It is certain that the Gospel tradition was moving inexorably 
toward that understanding of Jesus as the Bread of Life that 
became overtly stated in the Gospel of John, but in Matthew’s 
time it had not quite arrived. What Matthew did see and did 
communicate was the portrait of the one who fed his people in 
the wilderness just as the Holy God had done long ago. Beyond 
that, Matthew was claiming for this Jesus a sufficiency to feed 
both Jew and gentile with the heavenly food that would not 
pass away. As Matthew said, “Those who hunger and thirst for 
righteousness shall be satisfied” (Matt. 5:6). The heavenly ban- 
quet, so much a part of the messianic expectation of the Jews, 
had in these narratives been dramatically acted out. 
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When the recapitulation of Israel’s history had been de- 
scribed in such high and clear relief, when Jesus had been por- 
trayed as compelling the people to return to the fundamental 
inner meaning of the Law, Matthew was ready to introduce the 
next image that would enhance the understanding of Jesus, 
which was his purpose in writing. The term Matthew em- 
ployed for this image is usually translated “the Son of man.” 
These words, so deep in Israel’s folklore, meant the one who 
acted both as God’s agent and with God’s authority. It was the 
Son of man who gave divine pardon. To the paralytic he said, 
“Take heart my son; your sins are forgiven” (Matt. 9:2). When 
this apparently blasphemous statement was challenged by the 
scribes, Jesus responded, “Which is easier, to say, ‘Your sins 
are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Rise and walk’? But that you may 
know that the Son of man has authority on earth to forgive 
sins—he then said to the paralytic—Rise, take up your bed and 
go home” (Matt. 9:2-6). Later he elicited charges of being in 
league with Satan. “It is only by Beelzebul, the prince of de- 
mons, that this man casts out demons” (Matt. 12:24). Those 
who expected Jesus to fulfill their messianic expectations were 
driven to acknowledge his power even if they had to explain it 
in terms of demon possession. 

From the middle of the twelfth chapter of Matthew forward 
(Matt. 12:38ff), Jesus reinterpreted the covenant with Israel to 
be inclusive in many ways. First there was a series of parables: 
the sower, the mustard seed, and the leaven. Each called the 
hearers to judge this movement not by the insignificance of the 
present moment but by the results in the future. The mission of 
the servant continued to be misunderstood by the disciples. 
Peter could not walk on the water (Matt. 14:28ff). Those for 
whom the Kingdom had been prepared were not yet worthy. 
The daughter of the Syro-Phoenician woman -—a startling event 
in a Jewish context—a non-Jew, became the recipient of divine 
healing (Matt. 15:21-28). While still in the gentile territory 
around Tyre and Sidon, Jesus cured “the lame, the maimed, 
the blind, the dumb and many others” (Matt. 15:30). The peo- 
ple seeing this, even though they were gentiles, said Matthew, 
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“glorified the God of Israel.” Inclusiveness was dawning. The 
priority was recognized even as the promises to Israel were 
opened to include gentiles. 

The drama intensified when Peter finally made the confes- 
sion “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Matt. 
16:13-20), and for his insights he was rewarded with the prom- 
ise that he would be the rock upon which the church was built. 
But when the work of the Christ was spelled out in terms of the 
passion, Peter’s rocklike substance turned to putty, and he re- 
ceived the rebuke of Jesus and was told that he was identified 
with Satan (Matt. 16:21ff). There was work yet to be done to 
create the new Israel. 

Then came the transfiguration, where Peter, James, and 
John got to see the true nature of this Jesus. Moses had been 
transfigured by his mountaintop experience, and his face had 
shined so brightly that it had to be covered (Exod. 34:29-35). 
When Peter failed to understand this revelation, the heavenly 
voice repeated the baptism formula: “This is my beloved son” 
(Matt. 17:5). Surely truth must dawn soon in Peter. To assist 
that dawning Jesus began to teach about what it meant to par- 
ticipate in the inbreaking Kingdom. This was the theme that 
Matthew employed to move his drama toward its climax on the 
cross, which would be for him the ultimate revelation. 

At every step along the way Matthew had fashioned his 
narrative and shaped his story by appeals to the Jewish tradi- 
tion and to the Jewish Scriptures. Some appeals are overt and 
easily recognized; others are lost, especially on those of us who 
do not share the knowledge of the Hebrew heritage that 
Matthew’s Jewish readers would have shared. We do not easily 
recognize, for example, that Matthew divided his work into five 
books in a deliberate attempt to model the form of the five 
books of the Jewish Torah. This fact would not generally be 
recognized by those of us who do not understand the Torah’s 
power in Jewish thinking. In addition, Matthew had Jesus use 
a rabbinical device of numbers in his teaching. It was not just 
an accident or a coincidence that there were three temptations 
(Matthew 4), three examples of righteousness (6:1-18), three 
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prohibitions (6:19; 7:6), three injunctions (7:7-20), three heal- 
ings together (8:1-15), three miracles demonstrating the author- 
ity of Jesus (8:23; 9:8), three restorations (9:18-34), three “fear 
nots” (10:26, 28, 31), three types of persons unworthy of Jesus 
(10:37, 38), three sayings about “little ones” (18:6, 10, 14), three 
parables on sowing (13:1-22), three parables of warning (24:43- 
25:30), three prophetic parables (21:28-22:14), three questions 
in the passion narrative (22:15-40), three prayers in Gethsem- 
ane (26:36—46), three denials of Peter (26:57—75), and three ques- 
tions of Pilate (27:15—26). 

Seven was another favorite number in rabbinic teaching, so 
Matthew had seven woes (23:13), said that a man cleansed of 
one demon might be repossessed by seven (12:43-45), asked a 
seventy-times-sevenfold pardon (18:21-22), referred to seven 
brethren (22:25), seven loaves (15:34), and seven baskets of 
fragments (15:37). These familiar number passages made teach- 
ing easier. 

But above all Matthew was a Jewish Scripture quoter: “This 
took place to fulfill what the Lord had spoken by the prophet” 
(Matt. 1:22). This was his constant theme. Matthew thought 
the virgin status of Mary fulfilled Isa. 7:14. Jesus’ birthplace 
in Bethlehem fulfilled words from Micah (5:2). Jesus’ flight 
to Egypt fulfilled Hos. 11:1. The destruction of the innocent 
children by Herod fulfilled Jer. 31:15. Jesus’ home in Nazareth 
fulfilled Isa. 11:1.9 John the Baptist lived out the words of Isa. 
40:3, and his appearance was drawn deliberately to resemble 
the Hebrew prophets of old (see 2 Kings 1:8; Zech. 13:4). Jesus 
responded to the various temptations by quoting Hebrew Scrip- 
tures (Deut. 6:16; 8:3). The setting in the wilderness reflected 
Jeremiah 31. In the Sermon on the Mount there was the con- 
stant refrain “You have heard that it was said to the men [and 
women] of old... . But I say to you...” (Matt. 5:21, 27, 31, 
33, 38, 43). In this manner the Hebrew tradition was 
reinterpreted so that its original intention was recalled. 

Matthew’s Jesus treated the Jewish Law with an authentic- 
ity that was found in few other places in the Christian writings. 
It was Matthew who recorded Jesus as saying, “Think not that 
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I have come to abolish the law and the prophets; I have come 
not to abolish them but to fulfill them. ... Whoever then re- 
laxes one of the least of these commandments and teaches men 
[and women] so, shall be called least in the kingdom of 
heaven” (Matt. 5:17-19). When Jesus healed the leper, Matthew 
portrayed him as instructing the now-clean man to “go, show 
yourself to the priest, and offer the gift that Moses com- 
manded” (Matt. 8:4). When Jesus, in the house of Peter, healed 
many, including Peter’s mother-in-law, Matthew added that 
this was done “to fulfill what was spoken by the prophet 
Isaiah. He took our infirmities and bore our diseases” (Matt. 
8:17). His healing ministry was his possession because he was 
the servant of whom Isaiah spoke (Isa. 42:14). He was the 
one in whom God had placed the divine spirit. The inability of 
Jesus’ critics to respond properly was to fulfill Isaiah’s words 
that some hear but never understand (Isa. 6:9-10). Echoes 
of Daniel (12:3) were heard in Jesus’ words “Then the right- 
eous will shine like the sun in the Kingdom of their father” 
(Matt. 13:43). 

When the story of the passion arrived, passages from Isaiah 
(40-55) and Zechariah (9) coalesced in Matthew’s mind to give 
the narrative its shape. Both sources drove the meaning of 
Jesus’ life and death beyond the boundaries of Israel. God’s 
act in Jesus gathered the dispersed of Israel but at the same 
time reminded the people of Israel that there were others, not 
of this fold, who must yet be gathered. Davidic messiahship 
was not enough. It was too confining. Even David called the 
messiah Lord. How can he be David’s son, the Christ asked, 
as the David symbol was broken open (Matt. 22:43). They 
will come from north and south, east and west and sit down 
atthe table of Abraham in the Kingdom (Matt. 8:11, 12). That 
was the promise of Israel’s messiah as Matthew understood 
him. Jesus had fulfilled the Jewish tradition that was the first 
half of Matthew’s truth. Jesus had opened that Jewish tradition 
to a radical inclusiveness that was the equal second half of 
Matthew’s truth. 
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The drama was brought to its climax on the cross, where 
the words of Psalm 22 shaped the narrative. Jesus quoted from 
that psalm (22:1). His garments were divided by the casting of 
lots (Matt. 27:35; Ps. 22:18). The derision of the crowd (Matt. 
27:39) reflected Ps. 22:7-8, as well as Ps. 109:25. Even the details 
of crucifixion leaned on Psalm 22: “My bones are out of 
joint—my strength is dried up ... my tongue cleaves to my 
jaws... thou dost lay me in the dust of death. . . they pierced 
my hands and feet” (Ps. 22:14ff). He was crucified with robbers 
and buried by Joseph of Arimathea, a well-to-do man, said 
Matthew. These assertions made vivid the words of Is. 53:9— 
“And they made his grave with the wicked and with a rich man 
in his death.” 

Then came Easter. More will be said about this event in 
chapter 13, but the risen Christ for Matthew was clothed with 
the unmistakable authority of the Son of man. Now there could 
be no wavering of doubt, not even by Peter. A text from Daniel 
(7:14) was quoted to say that to this man was given all authority 
in heaven and on earth. Jesus, the son of Abraham and the son 
of David, was now the exalted Son, the agent through whom 
salvation had come. He had been lifted into heaven to sit at 
God’s right hand, and out of heaven he now appeared in res- 
urrected glory to send the disciples into all the world. Their 
task was to build the inclusive community so that through this 
Christ the promise to Abraham could be fulfilled that in and 
through the father of the Jewish people all the nations of the 
earth would be blessed. There Matthew ended his story. 

Matthew’s Gospel was and is a brilliant and moving piece 
of work. It was a time-conditioned piece that offered its deepest 
secrets only to those who could get inside the Jewish context 
for which it was written. Much of the meaning and power of 
this Gospel was lost when the heritage of the Hebrews was 
lost. Unfortunately this is the case with so many who might 
read Matthew today. 

For the literalists this book is a nightmare, for in Matthew’s 
eagerness to fashion his story to his Jewish audience, he violated 
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the meaning of his Hebrew text time after time. The enigmatic 
text in Isa. 11:1, for instance, that referred to a branch out of 
Jesse could hardly be used to undergird the fact that Jesus went 
to live in Nazareth, yet that appears to be the way Matthew 
used it. That word that is translated “branch” in Hebrew is 
Nazir. It can mean a number of things, but to make it refer to 
a citizen of the town of Nazareth is not one of them. Nor can 
the Hebrew holy man, called a Nazirite (Num. 6:2, 6-8; Judges 
13:5, 7, 16:17), and defined as one who did not cut his hair or 
drink wine, be related to living in Nazareth. The details of the 
crucifixion and burial were not predicted by Psalm 22 so much 
as they were deliberately shaped by that psalm. The servant 
passage of Isaiah, the son of man passages of Ezekiel and 
Daniel, the triumphant passage from Zechariah, the shepherd 
and Bethlehem passage from Micah all became vital and valu- 
able tools for understanding and interpreting Jesus in the Jew- 
ish context. In each instance Matthew altered the original 
meanings of these texts to suit his own needs. His zeal over- 
whelmed his rationality. 

The more Jewish the audience, the more these ancient nar- 
ratives were brought into play. If Jewish people believed Moses 
to be the greatest religious leader in history, it must be in terms 
of Moses that the story of Jesus was told. Matthew wanted his 
readers to understand that one greater than Moses had come 
(chaps. 5, 6, 7). If Jewish people believed Solomon’s wisdom to 
be the greatest wisdom in history, then it must be in terms of 
Solomon that the story of Jesus was told. Matthew wanted his 
readers to understand that one greater than Solomon had come 
(Matt. 12:42). If the Jews believed the temple to be the place 
where God made the divine presence known in Jewish history, 
then the story of Jesus in whom God has been experienced as 
uniquely present must be told in terms of the temple. Matthew 
wanted his readers to understand that one greater than the 
temple had come (Matt. 12:6). If Jonah stood in the Hebrew 
folklore for one who died and returned to life again through his 
experience in the innards of a great fish, then the story of Jesus 
who entered death and conquered it must be told in terms of 
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Jonah. Matthew wanted his readers to know that one greater 
than Jonah had come (Matt. 12:41). 

If in your enthusiasm as an author, you overstep your 
boundaries, claim too much, ignore the context of Scripture in 
order to claim a particular text for your purposes, it does not 
invalidate the truth of your experience; it only calls into ques- 
tion your competence as a scholar. Only when hundreds of 
years later someone claims for your literal words what you 
would never have claimed yourself—namely, that they possess 
infallibility or inerrancy—do the mistakes of your enthusiasm 
become hurtful to your cause and glaring to your critics. 

The author of Matthew was a sensitive, passionate man, 
who made his case to his audience well. He did not possess the 
levels of scholarship available to us today. He did not seem to 
know the original Hebrew language. He did not appear to have 
a sense of history when it came to plucking proof texts out of 
the past. He did, however, understand that he had experienced 
God in Jesus of Nazareth and that this God had called him into 
a journey that would finally take him beyond every barrier, 
beyond every definition, and beyond every security system he 
had ever known. He knew that his ethnic values must be 
opened. His religious traditions must be made inclusive. A uni- 
versal community in Christ must be built. That was what God 
in Christ meant to him, for Matthew understood that only be- 
yond human limits does one find the fullness of life, the reality 
of God, and the meaning of community. This was Matthew’s 
message. This was why he brought gentile stargazers to wor- 
ship the Christ child at the beginning of his story. This was 
why he concluded his narrative with a picture of the cosmic 
Christ sending the disciples “into all the world.” 

Beneath Matthew’s literal details, some of which are so 
gauche as to be embarrassing, the voice of God can still be 
heard calling us all to discover the One in whom Jew and gen- 
tile can reside as one. If Jew and gentile can reside as one, then 
white and black, Asian and Caucasian, Protestant and Catholic, 
male and female, gay and straight, rich and poor, Moslem, 
Buddhist, and Hindu can also meet in the body of Christ. Then 
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and only then will that body be “one, holy, catholic and apos- 
tolic.” 

This was Matthew’s vision. When we get beneath the literal 
words of Matthew’s text, it becomes our hope, our dream, and 
our promise that someday through Christ we will all dwell in 
the Shalom of God. 
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11 


Luke: 
The Story of Jesus 
from a Gentile Perspective 


Luke, the Third Gospel in the Christian canon of Scripture, 
poses a mighty challenge for those who claim to be biblical 
literalists. His opening segment is the very beautiful and famil- 
iar Christmas story. This narrative is worthy of the fuller treat- 
ment it will receive in chapter 13, but suffice it to say in this 
instance that its narrative cannot be harmonized with the birth 
story of Matthew. These two accounts of Jesus’ birth are mu- 
tually exclusive and mutually contradictory, as we shall see. 
Only the Christmas card industry can blend these two accounts 
together adequately, and they do so by falsifying what they do 
understand and ignoring what they do not understand. 

On the other end of Luke’s Gospel, his account of the res- 
urrection tradition also sets him apart sharply from Matthew 
and Mark on one set of issues and makes him incompatible 
with John on another set of issues. Luke locates all of Jesus’ 
resurrection appearance stories in the Jerusalem area and 
spreads the Easter moment over a period of fifty days. Once 
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again, these issues will be pursued in detail in chapter 13. I file 
them here almost by title. 

Beyond these rather glaring inconsistencies, Luke still gives 
no support to those who would treat his words literally. Luke’s 
version of the parable of the talents is such a strange narra- 
tive that very few people even know about it. Luke’s account 
of this story is by and large ignored by the preachers of history 
in favor of Matthew’s more familiar version (Luke 19:11-27; 
Matt. 25:14-30). Luke’s parable has the nobleman who gave his 
servants the talents conclude the story by saying, “But as for 
these enemies of mine, who did not want me to reign over 
them, bring them here and slay them before me” (Luke 19:27). 
This hardly sounds like “the Word of the Lord”! At the very 
least, a Lord who acted like that would not be worthy of wor- 
ship. 

Despite these problems, Luke’s Gospel remains the bearer 
of some of the more incredibly rich traditions of early Christi- 
anity that flowed together to create our biblical heritage. Luke 
alone, for example, has preserved for us the stories of the wid- 
ow’s son at Nain (7:11-17), the mission of the seventy (10:1-12), 
the account of Mary and Martha (10:38-42), the healing of ten 
lepers (19:11-19), the account of Zacchaeus (19:1~10), the ac- 
count of Easter in the village of Emmaus (24:13-25), and the 
content of both the ascension narrative (Acts 1) and the Pen- 
tecost narrative (Acts 2). It is to Luke alone that we are also 
indebted for the parables of the good samaritan (Luke 10:29- 
37), the prodigal son (15:11~32), the rich fool (12:13-21), the lost 
sheep (15:3-7), the lost coin (15:8-10), the unjust steward (16:1- 
9), Lazarus and the rich man (16:19-31), the Pharisee and the 
publican (18:9-14), and the unjust judge (18:1-8). How poor 
and bereft the Christian tradition would be had not Luke de- 
cided that “inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile a 
narrative of the things which have been accomplished among 
us, just as they were delivered to us by those who from the 
beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word, it 
seemed good to me also, having followed all things closely for 
some time past to write an orderly account to you most excel- 
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lent Theophilus, that you may know the truth concerning the 
things of which you have been inforrned” (Luke 1:1-4). 

Who was Luke? Why did he write? To whom did he write? 
How did who he was and who his audience was shape his 
message? These are the questions that we will now pursue in 
our quest to be led far beyond the level of literalism and into 
the heart of the gospel message. These questions will also make 
us aware that time and place, language and circumstances in- 
evitably color objective truth. There may well be an eternal ob- 
jective truth beyond all of our words, but the minute that truth 
is spoken by a human being who is a subject, it ceases to be 
either eternal or objective. It becomes then truth compromised 
by time, concept, vocabulary, history, and prejudice. 

Both the sacred Scriptures and the creeds of the Christian 
church can point to but they can never finally capture eternal 
truth. The attempt to make either Bible or tradition “infallible” 
is an attempt to shore up ecclesiastical power and control. It is 
never an attempt to preserve truth. Indeed, those who would 
freeze truth in any words, concepts, or creed will guarantee a 
time warp that will finally doom that truth to extinction. Only 
truth that is freed from its captivity to time and words and 
allowed to float in the sea of relativity will survive the ravages 
of subjectivity. Only truth that can constantly call out new 
words capable of lifting yesterday’s experience into today’s 
mind-set will finally survive. 

The formulations of today or tomorrow will be no more 
eternal than the formulations of first-century people. This is not 
a plea to give up inadequate ancient words for ultimately in- 
adequate modern words. It is to force upon us the realization 
that all words are, in the last analysis, inadequate. Truth is 
never finally found in words. Truth is always beyond words. 
Yet there can be no truth for human beings unless we use 
words first to understand it and second to convey it. So we 
mortals live with our subjective truth in the constant anxiety of 
relativity. That is all we can do and that realization strikes a 
mortal blow at the traditional excessive claims of all religious 
systems. 
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Religion almost inevitably tries to take our anxiety away 
from us by claiming that which religion can never deliver— 
absolute certainty. If religious systems succeed in giving us cer- 
tainty, they have surely become idolatrous, for the ultimate 
mystery and wonder of God cannot be reduced to a particular 
language or captured in the concepts of any human being. The 
Christianity that I advocate and follow does not rob me of my 
humanity by making claims of either inerrancy for Scripture or 
infallibility for papacy or sacred tradition. My religion does not 
reduce God to an idol of its own creation. It does not give me 
certainty or even security. Rather, in my religious system I 
meet a God in Jesus who calls me deeper and deeper into my 
humanity—part of which is a constant quest and journey into 
truth. 

That journey in time always becomes for me a journey into 
God. In this journey I find the courage to live by faith as I think 
the Bible understands that word. It also provides me with the 
integrity of honesty as I live in the midst of religious uncer- 
tainty and insecurity. This kind of Christianity does not affirm 
those whose deepest need is to know that they are right, that 
in their religious tradition they possess the truth. My under- 
standing and knowledge of the history of religious systems 
convinces me that whenever a group of religious folk begin to 
believe that they possess God’s truth, almost inevitably they 
become those who in the name of their version of that truth 
persecute, excommunicate, purge, burn at the stake, or justify 
cruel religious wars against any who will not salute their tra- 
dition or acknowledge their rightness in things religious. 

It is not coincidental that the angriest mail I receive comes 
from those who claim to be the most religious and who think 
they speak with the very voice of God. Indeed, some of these 
letter writers even state that their hostile missives do not con- 
tain their own fallible words but the divine words spoken di- 
rectly by God to me through them. I am always surprised at 
how vindictive God has become. I suppose these people need 
some authority beyond themselves to give them permission to 
be so angry. 
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In more sophisticated but no less inadequate ways, this 
infallible mentality feeds the activity that mainline churches call 
“evangelism” and “foreign missions.” Both movements assume 
that truth lies with those who do the evangelizing and the mis- 
sionary work. The history of both activities is rife with insensi- 
tivity, the brutalization of local customs and traditions, religious 
and political imperialism, and even the violation of human 
rights. It is no wonder that when churches begin to talk about 
“a decade of evangelism,” Jewish people begin to lock their 
doors and secure their windows. Foreign missions has in our 
day become far more rhetoric than reality. Christians continue 
to talk about the process. Very few in fact engage in it signif- 
icantly, for after two thousand years Christianity, even allied 
with the world’s most powerful political, social, economic, and 
military systems, has still failed to penetrate the non-Western 
world save in the most minuscule way. The time has come, in 
my opinion, for all religious systems, including Christianity, to 
look at the truth that lies beneath the words of every great 
world religion, to respect that truth, to learn from that truth, 
and to spend its “missionary” efforts only on those lives that 
have no sense of the holy, no experience of a transcendent 
wonder. Most of the people who fit that description, I might 
add, live in the secularized Western world. 

In the attempt to remove imperialism from Christianity, to 
become humble before the infinite mystery of God, a proper 
starting place for me is in facing the subjectivity of ail religious 
words, including the words of Holy Scripture. The subjectivity 
of the Gospel of Luke can serve as a perfect doorway into this 
understanding. 


Luke’s Story and Its Setting 


When Luke wrote his story, he had before him and was 
significantly aware of the Gospel of Mark. About half of Mark 
was incorporated into this Third Gospel, but Mark was not 
sufficiently adequate for Luke’s purposes. The world had 
moved significantly in the fifteen- to twenty-year period since 


171 


Mark’s Gospel had achieved written form. A Jewish rebellion 
had brought disaster on the holy land. In the ensuing warfare, 
Judea had been conquered and Jerusalem destroyed. Christi- 
anity thus lost its Jewish center, and by this time most of the 
first generation of Christian leaders, all of whom had been Jew- 
ish, had died. Chief among these leaders were Peter, Paul, and 
James. John, who might well have been the youngest of the 
twelve, may also have lived the longest. At least this was the 
tradition of the early church, which seemed to need to explain 
his death in a particular way (John 21:23). Christianity by this 
time was becoming more and more a gentile movement. For 
this gentile world a Gospel nuanced to their lives and concerns 
was increasingly needed. It was to meet that special and pe- 
culiar need that Luke felt called to take up the task of being a 
Gospel-writing evangelist. 

Luke was a gentile. This is the conclusion of most of the 
world of New Testament scholarship. There are those who still 
maintain that Luke was a hellenized Jew, but they are a minor- 
ity. In some sense it does not matter, for the more thoroughly 
hellenized a Jew became, the more the barrier that separated 
Jew from gentile blurred and faded. In my opinion, Luke was 
more a Jewish-influenced gentile than he was a gentile- 
influenced Jew, but where this line crosses is relatively insig- 
nificant. 

In the ancient Mediterranean world near the end of the first 
century of this common era, the gods of the Olympus were 
dead. No viable unifying religious system had risen to take 
their place, creating a vacuum at the religious heart of life. That 
vacuum spawned a wide variety of cults, mystery religions, 
and superstitions. In that environment many gentiles found 
themselves drawn to the God of the Jewish tradition. The syn- 
agogues had galleries for those gentiles who were attracted to 
the ethical monotheism that marked Jewish worship. These 
gentile worshipers, however, seldom became converts. They 
were not drawn to what might be called cultic Judaism with its 
dietary regulations, the requirement of circumcision, and the 
Sabbath day regulations. This was an eclectic time, and people 
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felt free to pick and choose those aspects of the various reli- 
gious systems that appealed to them. 

Gentiles who worshiped regularly at synagogues—known 
officially among Jewish people as “proselytes” --did, however, 
become familiar with the great stories of the Jewish Scriptures. 
These Scriptures had been translated into Greek in an official 
version, called the Septuagint, between 250 and 130 B.c.£. The 
Jews’ enslavement in Egypt, the deliverance under Moses at 
the Red Sea, the account of the giving of the Law at Sinai, the 
conquest of the holy land under Joshua, the figures of David 
and Solomon, the defeat of Judah and the subsequent exile into 
Babylon —all became familiar history to gentile worshipers. Per- 
haps most important and to the gentiles the most appealing 
part of Jewish Scripture was found in the writings of the 
prophets—that peculiar and unique Jewish gift to the world. 
The prophets addressed their messages to such universal 
themes as justice, peace, and future hope. 

When one reads the Book of Acts—also written by Luke, 
the author of the Third Gospel, as the second volume of his 
story—it becomes clear that among these gentile proselytes 
Paul found his most enthusiastic response. Regularly the Book 
of Acts told the story of the rejection of Paul’s message by the 
Jewish leaders and his subsequent turning to the gentiles. 
Paul’s understanding of the gospel had the effect of driving a 
wedge between worship and the various cultic practices that 
marked traditional Judaism. It was the same wedge that he 
drove between grace and law. 

Thus Christianity, as people like Paul interpreted it, found 
itself increasingly capable of fully welcoming gentile converts 
without placing onto them the cultic requirements of the Jewish 
Law. This created an enormous discomfort in the early church 
between those Jews who found in Christ the fulfillment of Ju- 
daism to which they were committed and those gentiles who 
found in Christ a way to separate faith from cultic practice. The 
first great battle in Christian history, as we have noted earlier, 
was between these two elements, and the issue was how much 
of the Jewish Law must be imposed upon gentiles when they, 
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by baptism, entered Christianity. The issue was more intense 
before 70, for before this date Christianity was primarily a Jew- 
ish movement. However, with Jerusalem’s fall the Jewishness 
of Christianity began to recede and the gentile identity of the 
movement began to predominate. 

The story of Peter’s conversion told in the Book of Acts 
(Acts 10:9ff) was a significant transition point in this conflict. It 
is interesting to me to note how much more familiar people are 
with the Book of Acts’ version of Paul’s conversion than they 
are with Acts’ version of Peter’s conversion. In Peter’s conver- 
sion narrative he was asleep on a rooftop in Joppa when he had 
a dream. In that dream a sheet was let down from heaven 
containing all sorts of “animals and reptiles and birds of the air” 
(Acts 10:12) that violated the Jewish dietary laws. A voice from 
heaven said, ” ‘Rise, Peter; kill and eat.’ But Peter said, ‘No 
Lord; for I have never eaten anything that is common or un- 
clean.’ And the voice spoke a second time and said, ‘Peter, 
What God has cleansed, you must not call common’ ” (Acts 
10:13, 14). Rising from this dream, Peter went to the home of 
Cornelius, a gentile, baptized him, and said, “Truly I perceive 
that God shows no partiality, but in every nation any one who 
fears God and does what is right is acceptable to God” (Acts 
10:34, 35). 

The barrier dividing Jew from gentile had been trans- 
gressed. Peter, himself the leader of the Jewish movement, 
walked across it. For our purposes we need to remember that 
these words and this account were written by Luke, who was 
in all probability one of these gentile proselytes who had re- 
sponded to Paul’s gospel and who now, in the ninth decade of 
the Christian era, needed to tell the story of Jesus in this new 
worldwide context. He wanted to show Christianity projected 
to the stage of the world. He wanted to show how its center 
had shifted from Jerusalem, the capital of Judea, to Rome, the 
capital of the world. Above all he wanted to show how gentiles 
like himself had come to be included in this Jewish religion. 

Luke also wrote at a time of tension in the empire and in 
a rising fever of persecution. When Rome had burned while 
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Nero, the mad emperor, had fiddled (64 c.£.), a scapegoat was 
needed. The Christians had filled that role nicely for Nero. 
There were laws against starting new religions in the empire. 
Judaism was a recognized and protected religious system. 
Christianity was not so recognized nor was it protected. There 
were rumors about the Christians that excited the fears of the 
populace and provided justification for those who launched the 
official persecution. Black magic and cannibalism were two of 
the charges frequently leveled against the Christians. This 
strange sect, it was said, through its prayers and incantations 
produced magic power that could be malevolent. Such power 
could even result in the burning of Rome. When these Chris- 
tians got together to worship, it was alleged, they ate the body 
and drank the blood of the one they worshiped. Such orgies 
were repugnant, and these rumors, to most people then as 
now, were more a cause to believe the gossip than they were 
a call to seek the facts. A wedge was thus driven between Jews 
and Christians in the minds of typical Roman citizens that left 
the Christians vulnerable to blame and persecution. That per- 
secution under Nero was fierce and resulted in the deaths of 
many Christians. Some Christians were crucified, some were 
torched to provide light for Nero’s garden parties. In time this 
fervor subsided, as always happens, but the threat of its re- 
newal was ever present. 

About the year 81 c.g. the Emperor Domitian came to 
power, ruling until the year 96. With his ascent to the throne, 
the fires of persecution began to be stoked once again. It was 
in this context that Luke decided the time had come to write a 
public document addressed to a Roman official he called “most 
excellent Theophilus” to counter, if he could, the rising tide of 
hostility. It was Luke’s task to show that Christianity, far from 
being subversive, was a natural development within a recog- 
nized and respected Jewish religious tradition. Christianity, 
Luke was asserting, had simply grown past the Jewish limits 
and had become a worldwide religion. Luke’s gentile status 
and the circumstances of his world dramatically shaped his 
message. 
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In the birth narrative of this Jesus, Luke had a heavenly 
host in the sky herald, for all the world to see, the arrival of this 
child. The old priest, Simeon, announced that this child would 
be “a light for revelation to the Gentiles” as well as “for glory 
to thy people Israel” (Luke 2:32). In the genealogy of this Jesus, 
Luke had traced his heritage not back to Abraham, the father of 
the Jewish nation, as Matthew had done, but to Adam, the 
father of the entire human race. In the “seed” of Adam, gentiles 
as well as Jews were present. In his narrative Luke constantly 
fought against limiting prejudices that would rule some group 
out. Perhaps this is why only Luke made a hero out of a good 
Samaritan and only Luke told the story in which a Samaritan 
leper, alone out of the ten cleansed, returned to give Jesus 
thanks. 

Because Luke was arguing for official Roman recognition of 
the Christian movement, he treated Roman officials kindly in 
his narrative. Christ was pronounced innocent by the Roman 
procurator, Pontius Pilate. Pilate acquiesced in Jesus’ execution 
only to placate the religious leaders of Judaism, who placed 
extreme religious and political pressure upon him. In Luke it 
was Herod’s soldiers, not Roman soldiers, who scourged Jesus, 
while a Roman soldier, a centurion, at the cross pronounced 
Jesus the Son of God. Luke repeats the Marcan injunction to 
render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's. The Christ 
about whom Luke would write had turned his back on political 
revolution in favor of a revolution of the spirit. The Kingdom 
this Christ proclaimed was “not of this world.” There was no 
threat here to the political establishment, Luke was arguing, 
and there was therefore no need for persecution. 

Similarly Luke showed Paul protected by such Roman of- 
ficials as Felix, Festus, and Agrippa and even delivered from 
hostile mobs and Jewish imprisonment by his Roman citizen- 
ship. The fact that Paul was put to death under the Roman 
Emperor Nero was never mentioned in the Book of Acts. That 
book closed with the words “And he [Paul] lived there [in 
Rome] two whole years at his own expense, and welcomed all 
who came to him, preaching the kingdom of God and teaching 
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about the Lord Jesus Christ quite openly and unhindered” 
(Acts 28:30, 31). 

Before Luke could make clear to the Roman officials his 
universal claim for the Christian religion, he had to present 
Jesus as the fulfillment of Judaism. This meant that, like all the 
Evangelists, he had to draw deeply on the Jewish heritage. 
Matthew had done that well in his attempt to address a Jewish 
world. Luke must do it equally well in his attempt to address 
his gentile audience. Matthew had leaned particularly on the 
figure of Moses, who was the dominant personality in the Jew- 
ish religion. He had presented Jesus as the new and greater 
Moses. As the giver of the Law, Moses stood at the apex of that 
inward-looking tradition of Judaism. The law defined internally 
the life of the Jewish people. Moses was a figure in Luke’s 
background also but not as the lawgiver so much as he was the 
one who led Israel from bondage to freedom, from Egypt to the 
promised land. When Luke wrote the journey segment of his 
Gospel (Luke 9:51-18:14) that would carry Jesus and the disci- 
ples from Galilee to Jerusalem, the figure of Moses could be 
discerned in the background as Jesus led his followers from the 
bondage of sin into the Kingdom of God. 

A second Hebrew image that resided powerfully in the 
background of Luke’s story was the suffering servant portrait of 
Second Isaiah. The servant role was born only when the exiled 
people returned from captivity in Babylon to discover that their 
holy city was a broken and abandoned town surrounded by the 
weeds of neglect and the once-proud temple was a pile of rub- 
ble. Upon these hard facts the delusions of greatness, fanned 
by the national dreams of the ages, were broken. Israel would 
never again be great or powerful or influential in any worldly 
sense. What then did it mean to be the elect of God, the chosen 
people? 

The unknown prophet whose postexilic work was added to 
the scroll of the preexilic prophet Isaiah, thus acquiring the 
name Second Isaiah, addressed this question quite specifically. 
His answer was to propose a new role for the people of God— 
not power but servanthood, not grandeur but a willingness to 
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be abused for the sake of revealing the presence of God. The 
role of Israel or the role of the ideal Israelite was for Second 
Isaiah the role of vicarious suffering for the sake of the world. 
This servant figure lodged in the Jewish tradition as a minority 
report and was a primary means through which the early 
Christians came to understand Jesus of Nazareth. 

The echoes of Second Isaiah are present throughout the 
New Testament, but they are heard most consistently in Luke. 
In Simeon’s song, which we call the Nunc Dimittis (Luke 2:29- 
32), there were three overt references to the words of Second 
Isaiah (Isa. 42:6; 49:6; 52:10). At the baptism of Jesus the heav- 
enly words “Thou art my beloved son; with thee I am well 
pleased” (Luke 3:22) were echoes of Isa. 42:1. In Jesus’ sermon 
in the synagogue at Nazareth that inaugurated his public min- 
istry, the scroll from which he read was Second Isaiah: “The 
Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to 
preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim 
release to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to 
set at liberty those who are oppressed, to proclaim the accept- 
able year of the Lord” (Luke 4:18-19; Isa. 2; 58:6; 61:1).’ The 
words of the servant had become the words of the Christ. 
When the temple was cleansed during the last week of Jesus’ 
life, the words of Jesus “My house shall be a house of prayer; 
but you have made it a den of robbers” (Luke 19:46) were in 
fact a quotation from Second Isaiah (56:7). Finally, in the 
Emmaus road story, Luke had the risen Christ “open the scrip- 
tures” to Cleopas and his friend so that they understood that it 
was “necessary that the Christ should suffer these things and 
enter into his glory” (Luke 24:26). No scriptural portrait of sal- 
vation through suffering was more powerfully developed than 
in the servant passages of Second Isaiah. For Luke this was an 
important image, and he leaned upon it heavily. The servant 
was also a universal figure who served well the universal thrust 
of Luke’s message. 

There was another Hebrew figure, however, that was for 
Luke a means to show that Jesus fulfilled the Hebrew tradition 
even as he transcended it, making it capable of including gen- 
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tiles. This figure was little known outside Judaism, but he was 
generally regarded in the Jewish tradition as the founder of that 
prophetic tradition that drove Judaism beyond its limits and 
onto the stage of the world. Luke lifted him out of his Jewish 
setting and made him, I believe, the primary model by which 
Jesus of Nazareth was understood as the exalted and universal 
Christ of heaven and earth. The name of this Jewish figure was 
Elijah. 

Luke was careful in his Gospel not to give the Elijah role to 
John the Baptist, as both Mark and Matthew had done. Luke 
did not clothe John in the garments of Elijah, specifically omit- 
ting Mark’s reference to camel's hair and a leather girdle. For 
Luke, John the Baptist was only “the voice of one crying in the 
wilderness,” preparing the way of the Lord (Luke 3:4ff; Isa. 
40:1ff). John was one who came in the “spirit and power of 
Elijah” (Luke 1:17), but for Luke he was not Elijah. The reason 
for this subtle shift in the tradition becomes clear as Luke’s 
story unfolds, for Luke wanted to see and to portray Jesus as 
the new and greater Elijah. 

Elijah emerged overtly in Luke’s narrative in the story of 
the transfiguration. Upon the twin towers of the Jewish reli- 
gion, the Law, symbolized by Moses, and the prophets, symbol- 
ized by Elijah, were thought to hang all the sacred traditions. 
So Luke chose Elijah upon whom to pattern his portrait of Jesus 
for the gentiles. From the transfiguration onward the Elijah 
theme rose in Luke’s story until it reached a crescendo in the 
climax of this Gospel. 

At the turning point of Luke’s Gospel, this Evangelist had 
Jesus “set his face to go to Jerusalem” (Luke 9:51). He sent 
messengers ahead to Samaritan villages to make ready for him. 
The Samaritans, however, would not receive him “because his 
face was set towards Jerusalem” (Luke 9:53). This prompted the 
disciples James and John to request permission to call down fire 
from heaven to consume the Samaritans. Jesus rebuked James 
and John and went on to the next village. Those people who 
knew the biblical tradition knew that the power to call down 
fire from heaven was the Elijah power. In Elijah’s showdown 
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with the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel, the contest was 
over whether Elijah or the prophets of Baal could call down fire 
from heaven. “The God who answers by fire, he is God” (1 
Kings 18:24). Elijah won this competition, for when he prayed, 
“the fire of the Lord fell” (1 Kings 18:38). Later in the Hebrew 
Scripture, when King Ahab’s son Ahaziah sent messengers to 
Elijah, Elijah called down fire from heaven to consume the cap- 
tain and his fifty men. A second captain and his fifty men were 
sent, and they likewise were consumed with Elijah’s fire. Only 
when a third captain and his fifty-man company were sent did 
Elijah relent and go to see the king (2 Kings 1:9ff). The power 
of a consuming fire was forever afterward associated with the 
power of Elijah. If Jesus was the new and greater Elijah, 
thought James and John, he would allow us to call for heavenly 
fire to consume the unresponsive Samaritans. For their insight 
they received only the rebuke of Jesus. The new and greater 
Elijah would not use Elijah’s fire power to destroy but to ex- 
pand, to open, to refine, and to save. The disciples did not 
understand, and so Luke’s story moved on. 

The journey of Jesus and his disciples continued until they 
reached the gates of Jerusalem. Then, to the accompaniment of 
palm branches, Jesus entered the holy city. He accepted the 
shouts of hosannah and the enthusiasm of the crowd blessing 
the one who came in the name of the Lord. In quick succession 
the events of holy week transpired: the betrayal, arrest, denial, 
trial, sentence, scourging, crucifixion, death, burial, and resur- 
rection. Unlike the other Gospels, however, the resurrection 
was not the climax to Luke’s Gospel. The resurrection was for 
Luke but the prelude to the ascension and to the day of Pen- 
tecost. 

As we noted earlier, only Luke gave us a narrative of the 
ascension and only Luke gave us a narrative of the day of Pen- 
tecost. These two events have been so deeply burned into the 
consciousness of Christians through the celebration of the li- 
turgical year that we find it difficult to imagine that they hang 
by the thread of only one Gospel. Only Luke separated the 
events of Easter, ascension, and Pentecost into three separate 
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narratives. Why he did that has been a perennial question in 
New Testament scholarship. The answer is found, I am con- 
vinced, in the figure of Elijah and in Luke’s desire to present 
Jesus in terms of the Elijah portrait. First, however, one must 
know the Elijah story or one might be tempted to be literal 
about details that Luke surely did not intend to be literalized. 

Was Jesus’ ascension a literal description of a physical re- 
ality? We have already observed that when the narrative is lit- 
eralized, it is tied to a flat earth and to the location of heaven 
as just beyond the blue canopy of the sky. That may have made 
sense in terms of the understanding of the cosmos available to 
people living in the first century, but it makes no sense at all to 
space-age people. It would be refreshing to realize that Luke 
never intended that story to be literalized in the first place. 
Even Luke knew he was writing in a symbolic way. He was, in 
fact, retelling the story of Elijah as the vehicle through which to 
lead his gentile audience to see a Jewish Jesus who had become 
the universal Christ. 

Recall the last days of Elijah. He gathered to himself his 
spiritual heir and single disciple, a man named Elisha. When 
Elijah’s days drew to an end, the sacred story said that “the 
Lord was about to take Elijah up to heaven by a whirlwind” (2 
Kings 2:1). Elijah was aware of this and with Elisha he jour- 
neyed to meet his destiny. Elisha pleaded with his master not 
to send him away, and twice Elisha promised that he would 
never abandon his master. The sons of the prophets told Elisha 
that “today the Lord will take away your master from over you” 
(2 Kings 2:5). Elisha answered, “Yes, I know it.” When the 
moment of departure came, Elijah asked Elisha what he would 
like from him as his final request. Elisha requested a double 
portion of Elijah’s spirit. It was a difficult request to fill. Elijah’s 
spirit was an enormous human spirit. Nonetheless, Elijah re- 
sponded, “If you see me as I am being taken from you, it shall 
be so for you; but if you do not see me, it shall not be so” (2 
Kings 2:10). 

Then as they talked, according to the story, a chariot of fire 
led by horses of fire separated the two men. Elijah went up into 
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heaven in a whirlwind. Elisha saw the departure, and he cried 
out until he saw Elijah no more (2 Kings 2:12). Because Elisha 
saw, a double portion of Elijah’s spirit was his possession. He 
took up Elijah’s mantle and found himself capable of doing 
extraordinary things with it. The sons of the prophets also saw 
this, and they said, “The spirit of Elijah rests upon Elisha,” and 
they bowed in reverence before Elisha, acknowledging him as 
the new leader of the prophetic movement (2 Kings 2:15ff). 
Elisha now acted with Elijah’s power. This was the story of 
Elijah. It was known to all those who had even the slightest 
familiarity with the Hebrew Scriptures. 

Luke intended to present to his gentile audience a portrait 
of Jesus patterned at least in part on this Elijah narrative. He 
wanted his readers to see Jesus as the new and greater Elijah, 
the heir to that outward-looking Jewish prophetic tradition. On 
the model of Elijah, therefore, he constructed his portrait. Like 
Elijah, Jesus set his face to walk toward his final earthly des- 
tiny. He journeyed toward Jerusalem and Calvary. Just as 
Elijah’s disciple Elisha had accompanied him, so Jesus’ disciples 
accompanied Jesus. Elisha was tenaciously faithful, however, 
and would not be deterred from the disciple role, while Jesus’ 
followers all fell away, leaving Jesus dramatically alone to en- 
dure torture, crucifixion, and the grave. But Easter reconsti- 
tuted this frail group and gave them a second chance. Then 
came the climax to Luke’s story, rooted as it was not in Easter 
but in the narratives of the ascension and Pentecost. Like 
Elijah, Jesus was taken up to heaven. He did not need a fiery 
chariot and fiery horses; he rose to heaven on his own. Jesus 
was greater than Elijah. That was Luke’s constant message. 

Jesus’ disciples, like Elisha, beheld his ascension. It oc- 
curred, said Luke, “while the disciples were gazing into 
heaven” (Acts 1:10). The reward for seeing the exaltation of the 
hero was that the disciples became the recipients of the hero’s 
spirit. Elisha, Elijah’s single disciple, had received a double por- 
tion of the immense but nonetheless human spirit of Elijah. But 
Jesus was greater than Elijah, so, Luke asserted, the disciples 
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received from Jesus the infinite power of God’s Holy Spirit. It 
came not just to one lone disciple but was poured on the entire 
assembled host of disciples. 

When that gift was received, the fire of God’s spirit was 
pictured as resting upon their foreheads like vibrant and leap- 
ing flames. The fire of God's spirit differed markedly from the 
fire of Elijah. It did not consume or destroy. This fire of God 
was designed to purge, to open, to cleanse, to ignite, to fill life 
full. When life was filled to its fullness, the fire of the spirit 
bound human beings together in a holy fellowship. Elisha, 
indwelt by the spirit of Elijah, began to act with Elijah’s power. 
The disciples, when indwelt by the Holy Spirit, began to act 
with the power of the Christ, and in these “acts of the Apos- 
tles” the church of Jesus Christ was born. The primary mark of 
that church was to enable all human barriers to fall in the 
power of the divine spirit. In Luke’s account we can see the 
barriers falling in the Pentecost story. 


Luke’s Meaning for Us 


The Christian life was portrayed by Luke as a barrier-free 
life beyond language, race, sex, nationality, and economics. 
When the spirit came and the tongues of fire danced on the 
foreheads of the Christians, they found they could speak to 
each other across any barrier. They spoke, said Luke, in what- 
ever tongue the hearer understood. In the power of the Christ 
Spirit, all separations were overcome. All of this, Luke was 
arguing, was the gift of the one who took the symbols of Elijah 
and expanded them a thousandfold. Because one greater than 
Elijah had come, through this Christ the door had been opened 
for God to dwell in the midst of God’s people and for God’s 
people to be at one with each other. In Christ, Luke was say- 
ing, and in those people who had received the Christ Spirit, the 
human touched the divine; and when that occurred, the depth 
and beauty of the human could at last be seen, ignited, re- 
vealed, and experienced. To meet Jesus was thus for Luke to 
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enter God, and to enter God was to be at one with all human 
life. This was the Gospel of Luke that was to be found under- 
neath the symbols of the Hebrew heritage and, most especially, 
underneath the conscious use of the symbol of Elijah. 

The ascension of Jesus was not about space travel or moon 
shots. It was not to be literalized in terms of a first-century 
cosmology. The Pentecost story did not mean that ignorant 
fishermen like Peter and Andrew suddenly were able to speak 
Chinese, German, or Swedish. To literalize the Lukan narrative 
would be to destroy it irrevocably. The task of the modern 
Christian is to learn how to read this story with an open heart, 
to hear it beneath the level of a narrow surface literalism. The 
task of the modern Christian is to have the living Word that 
moves beneath the literal words of the Bible erupt to call people 
into life and into the task of building an inclusive community 
where Christ is seen in all persons, where those in Christ can 
begin to respect the dignity of every human being, and where 
all people can begin to respond to the presence of God that is 
over, under, around, and through all of life. 

God was and is an omnipresent God. Yet this God was 
seen with burning intensity in the full humanity of the one we 
call Jesus of Nazareth. This God calls those who have been 
divinely created in this God’s image to be the persons God 
created them to be, for in the fullness of humanity the presence 
of God can still be experienced. A literal view of Holy Scripture 
will never lead one to this vision. Saint Luke knew this, and so 
it was that through his masterful use of symbols he called us 
beyond his words to a place where we might engage the living 
Word. 

Fundamentalism is so limited. This is surely why Paul 
wrote that “the written code kills, but the Spirit gives life” (2 
Cor: 3:6). 
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The Fourth Gospel: 
In the Beginning—I Am 


The Fourth Gospel, called by the name John, is in many 
ways the Bible’s most profound book. Biblical scholars have 
made the study of this book the crown of their academic lives. 
Its magnificent lines are quoted perhaps more than any other 
part of Holy Scripture. It is read frequently at funeral services: 
“Let not your hearts be troubled; believe in God, believe also in 
me. In my Father’s house are many rooms; if it were not so, 
would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you?” 
(john 14:1-2). Most people have heard these words enough to 
be familiar with them even if they cannot tell you their source. 

John’s Gospel contains what is probably the Bible’s best- 
known verse, “For God so loved the world that he gave his 
only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but 
have eternal life” (3:16). It also lays claim to the answer of the 
trivia question, What is the shortest verse in the Bible? The 
answer is “Jesus wept” (John 11:35), and it comes from John’s 
narrative about the raising of Lazarus. The prologue of John’s 
Gospel was once read as the final blessing at every Roman 
Catholic Mass and at many Anglican services in the Anglo- 
Catholic movement and became quite familiar in those liturgical 
traditions. 


185 


Among biblical fundamentalists the Fourth Gospel also 
ranks as a favorite. Verses supporting the divinity of Christ are 
readily available in the text of this book. John the Baptist pro- 
claims Jesus the “Son of God” in chapter 1 (v. 34). The Samar- 
itans acclaim Jesus the “Saviour of the world” in chapter 4 (v. 
42). The disciples call Jesus “the Holy One of God” in chapter 
6 (v. 69). Jesus himself announces that “I and the Father are 
one” (John 10:30) and “I am the Son of God” (John 10:36). In 
this narrative the humanity of Jesus is significantly muted. 
There is no temptation in the wilderness for John, no agony in 
the garden of Gethsemane, and no anguished cry of “my God, 
my God why hast thou forsaken me” from the cross. 


Jchn’s Challenge to Literalists 


Yet this book offers the fundamentalists some very serious 
problems. The words of Jesus, coming as they do in elaborate 
discourses, show evidence of long theological development and 
cannot possibly have been the literal words of the historic Je- 
sus. In what is called the great high priestly prayer (chap. 17), 
for example, Jesus reportedly says “that they may know thee, 
the only true God and Jesus Christ whom thou hast sent.” 
Strange it would be indeed if Jesus of Nazareth had talked 
about himself in the third person and in theological terms that 
did not emerge until the latter part of the first century. In the 
synoptic tradition, Jesus enjoined silence upon those who 
would broadcast his divine origin or his secret identity. In the 
Fourth Gospel, however, this identity was all but shouted from 
the rooftops. The synoptics suggested a public ministry for Je- 
sus that lasted but one year, and in their narratives Jesus came 
to Jerusalem only for the climax of his life at holy week and 
Easter. John, however, had Jesus involved in three Passover 
celebrations, which would imply a two- to three-year public 
ministry, and he had Jesus go to Jerusalem on several occa- 
sions. Indeed, as we have noted earlier, the cleansing of the 
temple occurred in John at the beginning, not at the conclusion, 
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of Jesus’s public ministry John 2:13ff), in direct opposition to 
the synoptic tradition. For fundamentalists to suggest that there 
were two temple cleansing experiences is too farfetched to be 
taken seriously. 

John disagreed with Matthew, Mark, and Luke about 
whether the Last Supper was the Passover meal. For John it 
was a preparation meal eaten on the eve of the Passover. In- 
terestingly enough, the content of the Last Supper is signifi- 
cantly absent from this Gospel. One must also wonder, as | 
have done in a previous book, whether the Johannine narra- 
tive about the raising of Lazarus (John 11:43) was anything 
more than this author’s meditation on the parable of Lazarus 
and the rich man that Luke alone of the synoptic Gospels 
records (Luke 16:20ff). But I will save the explanation of that for 
the chapter on resurrection. 

Quite apart from its discrepancies with other Gospel nar- 
ratives, the Fourth Gospel seemed to delight in poking fun 
at those who would literalize Jesus’ words. To take the words 
of the Johannine Christ literally was clearly to miss Jesus’ 
meaning. Nicodemus, who possessed a fundamentalist men- 
tality that insisted on literalism, illustrates this. Jesus said to 
Nicodemus, “Truly I say to you, unless one is born anew he 
cannot see the Kingdom of God” (John 3:3). To this Nicodemus 
responded, “How can a man be born when he is old? Can he 
enter a second time into his mother’s womb and be born?” 
Cohn 3:4). The response quite simply misses the point, but this 
is how a literalistic mind works, John seemed to be saying. 

The Samaritan woman at the well was also a literalist. Jesus 
asked her for a drink. She responded with a debate about the 
state of relationship between Jews and Samaritans. Jesus cut 
through that dialogue by saying, “If you knew the gift of God, 
and who it is that is saying to you ‘Give me a drink,’ you would 
have asked him, and he would have given you living water” 
John 4:10). The astonished woman responded, “Sir, you have 
nothing to draw with, and the well is deep; where do you get 
that living water?” (John 4:11). This was the painful naiveté of 
literalism captured by this author. 
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Not to be outdone by the literal gullibility of others, the 
disciples themselves entered the fray in a similar manner. Jesus 
began to say to this sometimes insensitive group, “I have food 
to eat of which you do not know” (John 4:33). Incredulously the 
disciples said to one another, “Has anyone brought him food?” 
(John 4:33). This literalistic attitude persisted after the story of 
the feeding of the multitude, when Jesus said, “The bread of 
God is that which comes down from heaven and gives life to 
the world.” To which the disciples responded, “Lord, give us 
this bread always” (John 6:33, 34). When he continued to iden- 
tify himself in this Gospel with the bread that came down from 
heaven, his critics countered by recounting his known human 
origins. “Is this not Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and 
mother we know? How does he now say, ‘I have come down 
from heaven’?” (John 6:42). Later this literalistic attitude con- 
tinued as his critics asked, “How can this man give us his flesh 
to eat?” (John 6:52). Finally Jesus began to tell the crowds that 
where he was going “they cannot come.” The text of John said 
that the Jews responded to this by asking, “Where does this 
man intend to go that we shall not find him? Does he intend to 
go to the Dispersion among the Greeks and teach the Greeks?” 
John 7:33ff). Later, still speculating, they asked, “Will he kill 
himself?” John 8:22). 

Those who would literalize the biblical text have still further 
problems with John. This Gospel had John the Baptist prepar- 
ing the way for Jesus before either of them was born (John 
1:6ff). This author had John say of Jesus the first time he saw 
him, “Behold, the lamb of God” (John 1:29). Only by postulat- 
ing direct revelation from God could one explain the Baptist’s 
insight. 

Perhaps most distressing of all, taken literally this Gospel 
had fed the dark side of religious bigotry more than any other 
part of the Christian Scriptures. On most occasions when the 
words “the Jews” were used in the Fourth Gospel the conno- 
tation was evil. The Jews are “from below,” the Johannine Jesus 
asserted (John 8:23). “You [the Jews] are of your father the 
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devil, and your will is to do your father’s desires,” Jesus de- 
clared (John 8:44). For Jesus to call Jews “children of Satan” is 
out of character to the divine nature, but because it is in Scrip- 
ture it has served to justify religious bigotry for ages. If Jesus 
could insult Jews, how much permission do his disciples need 
to go and do likewise? Is it conceivable that the Jesus of history 
could have actually said such things? Hardly! Can this portrait 
of Jesus be reconciled with the portrait in Matthew, where the 
primacy of the Jews in salvation history was assured and as- 
serted time after time? Of course not. Is it consistent with that 
other part of the Christian heritage that has Jesus say, “Love 
your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” (Matt. 
5:44)? Obviously not! Is, therefore, a literal understanding of 
Scripture a viable alternative for anyone? Not if the literalists 
bother to read the Bible at all. Does this mean that the Bible in 
general and John’s Gospel in particular are to be abandoned? 
This is the issue when fundamentalists make assertions that 
cannot be sustained and when no other possibilities are known 
or available to be explored. 


Appreciating the Essence of John’s Gospel 


John’s Gospel is so profound, so poetic, so skillfully 
crafted, so dependent on images and concepts out of the Jewish 
past that it is worthy of the study of a lifetime that so many 
biblical scholars have given to it. But it is distorted, trivialized, 
and made almost contemptible by those who cannot escape 
their commitment to the shallowness of only literal truth. Iam 
convinced that there is an ancient and primitive historic tradi- 
tion that lies behind the Fourth Gospel. I am all but certain that 
this primitive tradition was traceable to and associated with 
John Zebedee, who was, I believe at least in his own mind, “the 
disciple whom Jesus loved.” I also believe utat this Gospel cap- 
tured better than any other the essence of Jesus as the church 
had come to understand that essence, and therefore its words 
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and phrases must be taken seriously if not literally by modern 
Christians. With all its literal shortcomings, the Fourth Gospel 
still looms for me as the mountain peak of Christian writing, 
the holy of holies in the New Testament. To portray that es- 
sence freed from the distortion of literalism is my ambitious aim 
and goal for this chapter. 

As I have noted in this book in my analysis of other writ- 
ings, the starting place for all biblical study must be the context 
in which the biblical narrative was originally written. No one 
writes, thinks, or communicates in a vacuum. Every written 
work is but one half of a dialogue. Unless we recover some 
sense of the other half of the dialogue, we will never under- 
stand the nuances, accents, or, in many cases, even the words 
that the biblical writer has used. If one is content to believe that 
there is some literal, objective, unchanging reality about the 
words of Scripture that defies the normal distortions of antiq- 
uity, then the probability of misunderstanding the text is close 
to 100 percent. 

I remember meeting a Moslem child in the airport at Tel 
Aviv some years ago. I was dressed in my clerical collar with 
the bishop’s cross around my neck. On my particular cross at 
the center are the letters YHWH, written in Hebrew. I designed 
that cross quite literally to affirm the Jewishness of Jesus, to 
whom I like to refer as “This Hebrew Lord.” This child, in- 
trigued by these letters, asked me why I had Jewish writing on 
my cross. “That is my way,” I responded, “of reminding people 
that the Jesus we Christians worship was Jewish and was a gift 
of Judaism to the world.” The child looked puzzled. “Jesus was 
Jewish?” she asked. “Yes,” I responded. “Does that upset 
you?” “No”, she answered, “but I thought Jesus was Catholic!” 

Most people today have such a narrow view of history that 
they cannot even understand themselves. It was inconceivable 
to this Moslem child that “Jewish” could mean historically 
something different from what it meant in her world. Modern 
prejudices tend to get read back to eras in which they did not 
exist. Ancient origins are forgotten. Biblical ignorance is one of 
the manifestations of a loss of historic memory and historic 
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context. Nowhere is this truth more apparent than ina study of 
John’s Gospel. 

The experience of Jesus in the first century was a powerful, 
life-changing experience. It had to be processed, understood, 
and communicated. It was at its beginning a Jewish experience. 
It occurred in a Jewish world. Its first adherents were Jewish 
people. It was inevitable that the Jewish world would provide 
the means, the concepts, and even the vocabulary for articu- 
lating the meaning people found in Jesus. It was also inevitable 
that the Jewish Scriptures would be searched in the quest for 
clues to illumine their understanding of what had happened to 
these first believers, who, in the words of the most primitive 
Christian creed, proclaimed, “Jesus is Lord.” This original af- 
firmation would then have to be explained and defended, and 
thus creedal theology began its journey through time as all tra- 
ditions do. In that process the tradition would be modified, 
altered, amended, and it would grow. In time it would also be 
translated. At every step along that way literalism would be 
compromised. 

When the tradition was finally reduced to written words, 
two things occurred. First, the written word reflected, more 
than even the author suspected, the period of history in which 
the final writing was done. Second, the written text froze these 
words of Scripture at that point in history, rendering those 
words increasingly brittle as the world moved to newer and 
newer agendas. The modern expositor of a sacred story must 
probe the historic words in quest for the underlying experience 
and then seek ways to bring that experience forward in time so 
that its truth might be known again even in our generation. 

The Gospel of John may well represent the richest mine for 
spiritual excavation that is found in the Christian tradition, but 
it surely is also the least literal, least objective piece of Christian 
writing in the Bible. I do not believe I can make a case for a 
single word attributed to Jesus in the Fourth Gospel to be a 
literal word actually spoken by the historic Jesus. Yet I also 
believe that this Gospel writer understood Jesus and his ulti- 
mate meaning better than any other. Aware of that provocative 
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conclusion, I now invite my readers to enter with me into the 
mind of the one we call John. 


The Authorship of the Gospel 


Some sixty to seventy years had passed since the life of 
Jesus before John’s Gospel became available to the Christian 
community. The tradition reflected in this Gospel was born, as 
all traditions are, in the impact of that life. One of Jesus’ dis- 
ciples was John Zebedee, a fisherman. He, along with his 
brother James, had left his nets and his father to follow this 
teacher. In the synoptic narratives the sons of Zebedee were 
usually listed as “James and John,” which would tend to indi- 
cate that James was the older and John the younger of the two 
(Matt. 4:21; 10:2; Mark 1:19; Luke 5:10). Interesting also is the 
fact that James is never mentioned in the Fourth Gospel. There 
is even some possibility that James and John were cousins of 
Jesus, the children of Salome, who may have been the sister of 
Mary (John 19:25). If this could be proved, it would help ac- 
count for the commitment by Jesus of Mary, his mother, to the 
care of the beloved disciple at the time of the crucifixion—a 
story that only the Fourth Gospel recorded (John 20:26ff). 
Mary, Jesus’ mother, also may have had priestly connections, 
as she was related, according to Luke (1:5, 36), to Elizabeth, 
who was a daughter of Aaron. That might account for the fact 
that John, her nephew, could get Peter into the courtyard of the 
high priest on the night of the arrest (John 18:15, 16). 

In any event, Peter, James, and John became the inner cir- 
cle, according to the synoptic tradition, and shared with Jesus 
such events as the transfiguration and the garden of Gethsem- 
ane. James, according to the narrative in Acts, became the first 
of the apostles to be martyred (Acts 12:2), but John continued 
to exercise a powerful role of leadership in the Christian com- 
munity, being listed by Paul in his letter to the Galatians (ca. 
49-52) as one of the “pillars of the church” (Gal. 2:9). The Book 
of Acts confirmed that John was active in Jerusalem and Pal- 
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estine (Acts 3:1; 8:14). Since Mark’s Gospel had the authority of 
Peter behind it and as such greatly influenced Matthew and 
Luke to create the synoptic tradition, it could hardly have been 
challenged by a tradition that did not itself carry apostolic au- 
thority of an equal rank. 

Yet the Fourth Gospel challenged the synoptic tradition at 
several key points. Its “author” had to be authoritative and 
highly respected. John, the son of Zebedee, was the only figure 
who could fit such a description. Does that mean that John 
Zebedee was the author of the Fourth Gospel in the way we 
understand authorship today? I know of no one in the ranks of 
biblical scholarship that would argue for that today. The book 
was written in Greek near the end of the first century and 
carried within it a very obvious reference to the death of John 
Zebedee (John 21:23).? Each of these facts alone would serve to 
make the actual authorship by John Zebedee more than prob- 
lematic. Together they are all but conclusive. That the authority 
of John Zebedee was the authority behind this work and that it 
reflected a tradition that reached back to this man is itself, how- 
ever, a high probability. In the ancient world the “author” was 
not necessarily the writer but the person upon whose authority 
the book rested. 

Iranaeus, early in the second century, in his treatise against 
heretics (Adv. Haer III, 1:1) said that John “the disciple of the 
Lord who reclined on his bosom” published his Gospel in 
Ephesus. This tradition was corroborated by Eusebius, the 
fourth-century church historian, who said he was quoting ear- 
lier documents by such authorities as Clement of Alexandria. 
Justin, writing from Ephesus about 135, did mention John as 
being in that city. Papias, writing about 130, referred to two 
Johns, the disciple and one known as the elder or the pres- 
byter, both of whom later writers located in Ephesus. Euse- 
bius even referred to two tombs at Ephesus that bore the name 
John (Church History Ill, 39:6), and Dionysius was reported by 
Eusebius to have suggested literary activity for this John 
(Church History III, 25:6-16), attributing to him the Book of Rev- 
elation and the second and third Johannine epistles. 
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There was also a “memory” in the early church that was 
alluded to not infrequently suggesting that there was a group 
of disciples who gathered around John Zebedee in Ephesus and 
formed what might be called a Johannine center or school of 
thought. Clement said, “John was encouraged by his disciples 
and companions.” The preface to the Latin Vulgate, written 
near the end of the fourth century, said John called together his 
disciples in Ep!:esus before he died. The Latin anti-Marcionite 
prologue, also written in the fourth century, spoke of Papias 
writing the Gospel at John’s dictation. In a fifth-century work 
called the Acts of John, Prochorus claimed to have been the 
scribe to whom John dictated his Gospel at Patmos. None of 
these allusions can finally be documented as historically accu- 
rate, but when taken together they seem to point to the tra- 
dition that disciples of John contributed significantly to the 
writings that bore his name. When one analyzes the five books 
in the New Testament that are attributed to John (the Gospel, 
the Revelation, and Epistles 1, 2, and 3), one finds similarity in 
content and values but wide variety in style and vocabulary — 
facts that could be accounted for if they were products of a 
Johannine school but authored by different individuals. If the 
primary writer of the Gospel did turn out to be John the Elder, 
who was a disciple of John Zebedee and who may have written 
this Gospel based on material that had been gathered, that had 
served as the basis for meditation, that had been discussed, 
preached about, and treasured by the school of disciples that 
gathered around John Zebedee in Ephesus, then much of the 
Gospel would be opened to new understanding. I am con- 
vinced that some such process did, in fact, occur. 

There is no reason to doubt the long-standing tradition of 
longevity that was associated with John Zebedee. As he became 
the sole surviving apostolic figure, there is also no reason to 
question the fact that this circumstance enhanced his prestige, 
his status, and his authority. His experience with Jesus and his 
remembered words of Jesus were surely shared with his disci- 
ples. This was the content upon which their minds played. The 
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accuracy in the details of both events and places in and around 
Jerusalem that appear in the Fourth Gospel argue for a primary 
and trustworthy early tradition. The long discourses and the 
unique way in which words were placed onto the lips of Jesus 
that made him express advanced theological ideas about him- 
self as the “Light,” “Tabernacle,” “Temple,” “Messiah,” “Serv- 
ant of Yahweh,” “King of Israel,” “dispenser of eternal life” — 
all argue for a long period of development. 

There was obviously a theological giant in this process 
somewhere, a genius of rare spiritual depth who could weave 
together this profound narrative. This person must have re- 
garded that revered figure who served him as mentor as Jesus’ 
beloved disciple and, probably true to the style of life that this 
person had known of his mentor, portrayed John Zebedee as a 
self-effacing one who would be nameless and who would do 
such things as step aside so that Peter could enter the tomb first 
(John 20:5). He would also be likely to insist on the authenticity 
of his master’s eyewitness account, as the author of the Fourth 
Gospel did on two occasions, even suggesting that “we know 
his testimony is true” (John 19:35; 21:24), as if to say that a 
second generation was actually recording it. 


John’s Appropriation of Hebrew Scripture 


The Johannine material revealed, as all early Christian ma- 
terial did, a dependence on the Hebrew Scriptures. By the time 
the Gospels were written, the Old Testament had been culled 
again and again, looking for treasures of interpretation and 
hints that might prefigure the Christ. A common body of ma- 
terial had emerged. Micah’s suggestion that Bethlehem was to 
be the birthplace of the Messiah lodged in the Fourth Gospel 
not in a birth narrative, as it had done for Matthew, but in the 
voices of Jesus’ critics who challenged him because of his place 
of origin John 7:42ff). It must be noted that the Micah reference 
could not for John appear in a birth narrative, for the Fourth 
Gospel specifically omitted any birth material. John did refer to 
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Psalm 22 in his account of the crucifixion (John 19:24, 36), but 
he deliberately omitted the opening verse of this Psalm that 
both Mark and Matthew placed onto the lips of Jesus. The serv- 
ant passages of Isaiah (53:9) were clearly present in John’s nar- 
rative of the cross (John 19:18, 37, 38ff). The uniquely human 
cry “I thirst,” which John alone mentioned, rested upon Psalm 
69:21. 

There were, however, other less obvious references to He- 
brew sacred writings that colored significantly the Johannine 
material. Echoes of the patriarchs could be heard in the text 
time and again (Abraham, 8:31ff; Isaac, 3:16; Jacob, 4:5ff). 
Moses and the Exodus, while not as dominant as it was in 
Matthew, was nonetheless present in John. God enabled Moses 
to give Israel water from the rock and manna from heaven. 
John’s Jesus provided his people with the living water and 
bread of life that he maintained were present in himself. Moses 
gave the Law, said John, while “grace and truth came through 
Jesus Christ” John 1:17). “If you believed Moses,” Jesus argued 
in John, “you would believe me” (John 5:46). Under the skill of 
John’s pen, the bronze serpent that Moses lifted up to stop the 
plague of serpents (Num. 21:9) became a prefiguring reference 
to Jesus, who would also be lifted up to become the source of 
life. There are those who see parallels in the speeches of Moses 
in Deuteronomy and the composition of the Johannine dis- 
courses of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel. Both took traditional 
material and reworked it into the format of a discourse. If a 
modern reader is either unfamiliar with these points of refer- 
ence or unaware of them, many of the nuances of the biblical 
story will simply be lost. 

This author had also, through his life’s experiences, found 
a unique way to tell his Christ story that contrasted his work 
sharply with and separated it from the other Gospel traditions. 
The most decisive influence on both the form and style of the 
Fourth Gospel came from the wisdom literature tradition of late 
Judaism, by which I mean such canonical books of the Bible as 
Proverbs and such apocryphal books as Ecclesiasticus (Sirach), 
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the wisdom of Solomon, Baruch, and the Book of Enoch. In 
the wisdom tradition was found the primary place where the 
thought forms of Greek philosophy had entered Judaism and 
the Jewish Bible. Lady Wisdom (in Hebrew wisdom was always 
feminine) was with God before there was an earth or a creation 
(Prov. 8:22, 23; Sir. 24:9; Wisd. 6:22). It came out from God in 
divine emanations.° 

These concepts provided the analogy by which John un- 
derstood Jesus as “the Word.” Wisdom was a pure pouring 
forth of the glory of the Almighty (Wisd. 7:25). For the Fourth 
Gospel Jesus possessed the Father’s glory, which he made 
manifest (John 1:14; 8:50; 11:4; 17:5, 22, 24). Wisdom was a 
reflection of the everlasting light of God and was to be pre- 
ferred to any natural light that might illumine one in life (Wisd. 
7:26). For John, Jesus, who came forth from God, was the light 
of the world and of human beings. Wisdom descended from 
heaven to dwell with the human family (Prov. 8:31; Sir. 24:8; 
Bar. 3:37; Wisd. 9:10). Jesus was portrayed by John as the Son 
of Man who had descended from heaven to earth (John 1:14; 
3:31; 6:38; 16:28). The ultimate return of wisdom to heaven of- 
fered John a parallel for understanding the exaltation of Jesus to 
his heavenly throne, which John called both his glorification 
and his ascension (John 17:1, 22, 24; 20:17). The function of 
wisdom was to teach the things that are above (Wisd. 9:16-18). 
In numerous Johannine passages the function of Jesus was to 
reveal divine truth (John 17:6ff). Wisdom roamed the streets 
seeking a dwelling place in human life and specifically in the 
human heart (Prov. 1:20-21; 8:1-4; Wisd. 6:16), so Jesus, as 
John portrayed him, walked alone encountering those who 
would follow him (John 5:14; 9:36) and crying out his message 
in public places John 7:28, 37; 12:44). Wisdom instructed dis- 
ciples who were called her children (Prov. 8:32-33; Sir. 4:11; 
6:18). John called the disciples of Jesus his children (John 13:33; 
Z1S3); 

Wisdom, like the Johannine Christ, tested her disciples and 
formed them until they loved her and thus became the friends 
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of God (Sir. 6:20-26; Prov. 8:17; Wisd. 6:17, 18). Peter was the 
striking Johannine figure who after being tested and failing was 
confronted three times with the question, “Do you love me?” 
(John 21:15, 16, 17). Jesus also informed his disciples that they 
had become, after being purified and sanctified, his beloved 
friends (John 15:15; 16:27). Those who encountered wisdom 
were forced to make a decision. Some would seek and find, 
others would not, and when they changed their minds, it 
would be too late (Prov. 8:17; Sir. 6:27; Wisd. 6:12). Jesus, said 
John, forced the same response. They must decide while they 
had the opportunity, for they could not come to where Jesus 
had gone once that chance was missed (John 7:34; 8:21; 13:33). 

Finally the power of wisdom was that she pervaded and 
penetrated all things. She was a breath of the power of God, a 
pure emanation of the divine glory (Wisd. 7:24, 25). In the same 
fashion the Johannine Jesus inhabited those who believed in 
him (John 14:23; 15:10; 17:8), and the risen Christ breathed the 
Holy Spirit upon his disciples (John 20:22). John saw in the Old 
Testament an apocryphal concept of wisdom, a primary anal- 
ogy by which he would understand and present his Christ. 
What Moses was for Matthew and what Elijah was for Luke, 
wisdom was for John—a major interpretive clue. The linking of 
wisdom to the Word occurred, I believe, in the Johannine 
school long before the final version of the Gospel was written, 
and this analogy colored dramatically the meditations and 
prayers that marked that primary community, and it grew in 
influence ‘as time passed. 

What was it that caused a member of this community to 
take that which had been the richness of their internal medi- 
tative life and turn it, with all its profundity, into a Gospel 
narrative? What caused that narrative to be so infected with a 
hostile passion toward a group of people called “the Jews’? 
What caused this Gospel writer to make the extravagant claims 
he made for Jesus of Nazareth using, as we shall demonstrate, 
two additional major aspects of the Jewish tradition to validate 
his case? That story also opens, illumines, and focuses the 
Johannine narrative. 
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How Did This Gospel Come to Be Written? 


In the years between the life of Jesus and the writing of the 
Fourth Gospel, the Christian movement had been successfully 
launched. It began in Jerusalem and then spread primarily 
among the Jews of the Dispersion. In the fifth and sixth de- 
cades of the common era Christianity began to make inroads 
into the gentile world, primarily as the result of Paul’s work. 
But even after Paul’s death in 64, Christianity remained mostly 
a Jewish movement until the city of Jerusalem fell to the Roman 
army in 70. The loss of this Jewish center dealt a significant 
blow to the centrality of the Jewishness of the Christian reli- 
gion. Without the Jerusalem anchor gentile Christianity began 
to grow quite apart from the previous Jewishness that had kept 
the daughter religion faithful to her Jewish heritage. The ten- 
sion that divided Jew and gentile in this period of history also 
divided Jewish Christian and gentile Christian. Because Jewish 
Christians were by definition those who could watch their faith 
tradition grow in new directions, it also drove a wedge between 
them and the strict and more orthodox Jewish adherents. None 
of these tensions was helped by the frequent assertion heard in 
gentile Christian circles that the fall of Jerusalem was God’s 
judgment and punishment upon all Jews for their rejection of 
Jesus. 

In times of high anxiety and stress, religious systems al- 
ways seem to.narrow their focus and become more rigidly or- 
thodox. This is a survival technique. It has happened many 
times before and will certainly happen again. Indeed, the var- 
ious fundamentalistic revivals in our time, including both Mos- 
lem Iran and Christian America (in both its Protestant and 
Catholic forms), are illustrative of this principle. Judaism in the 
latter years of the first century was no exception. The temple 
was gone—razed to the ground, save for the wailing wall, by 
the forces under the Roman general Titus. With the destruction 
of the temple went the sacrifices and the guardians of Jew- 
ish orthodoxy. The devotion to the Law was all that the Jews 
had left that identified them with their past. The Law alone 
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held the dispersed Jews together in some sense of unity. In this 
traumatic moment of their religious history those Jews who 
believed in Jesus were looked upon as a subversive force of 
heterodoxy in their midst. As these passions grew they found 
expression throughout the 80s in sporadic but increasingly hos- 
tile attempts on the part of the orthodox Jews to force Jewish 
Christians out of the synagogues. Even at this late date, Jewish 
Christians remained as practicing synagogue worshipers inside 
the Jewish communities of the Dispersion. 

In the midst of this rising tension one of the chief prayers 
prayed in the synagogue was reformulated. It was called the 
Shemoneh Esreh and consisted of a series of beatitudes and 
anathemas. In the reformulation (we would call it a revision of 
the prayer book) the twelfth beatitude was changed into a curse 
against heretics and especially those heretics who insisted on 
attributing to a human being too close a connection with the 
Holy God. It was not ambivalent in its aim at those Jews who 
called Jesus Lord. Between the mid-80s and the mid-90s this 
revised prayer slowly made its way into common usage in the 
synagogues, where it had to be recited in the corporate liturgy. 
This meant that a Jew who believed in Jesus was forced to curse 
himself or herself or, by refusing to recite this curse, admit 
publicly his or her belief in Jesus and face the religious hostility 
of the defenders of Jewish orthodoxy. In the 90s the use of 
formal excommunication grew more frequent as a weapon de- 
signed to be used against dissenters. 

This was the setting, the background in history that caused 
a member of the Johannine school to take pen in hand to fash- 
ion a Gospel based upon the material gathered and treasured 
by John’s disciples in the Ephesus community. Perhaps this 
Gospel writer was that revered older man known as John the 
Elder, who had been John Zebedee’s most significant disciple, 
but we cannot be sure. We do know that this author drew on 
material that had been accumulating for years. We know that 
this material had the quality of a series of meditations far more 
than biography. We know that this writer was a competent and 
significant theologian and that when he turned a word of Jesus 
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into a discourse, he achieved a profound synthesis. We know 
that this material was aimed not at Palestinian Jews so much as 
at the Jews of the Dispersion, for it was originally written in 
Greek, not Hebrew, and it constantly explained Jewish terms 
like rabbi, messiah, Siloam, and the relationship of Jews to Sa- 
maritans, all of which would have been unnecessary in a Pal- 
estinian setting. 

The audience for whom this material was written may well 
have been identified when the author had Jesus’ critics say, 
“Does he [Jesus] intend to go to the Dispersion among the 
Greeks and teach the Greeks?” (John 7:35). As the screws of 
Jewish orthodoxy were tightened, John made his appeal to 
those Jews who were torn between their faith in Jesus and their 
deep emotional desire not to leave Judaism. The heavy empha- 
sis in the Fourth Gospel on Jesus as the Messiah, Jesus as the 
Temple not made with hands, Jesus as the new meaning for 
Jewish feasts was all designed to encourage those who might 
be forced to withdraw or be expelled from the synagogues. It 
suggested again and again that those who had Jesus would 
miss nothing of Judaism when they were expelled. On four 
occasions this Gospel spoke of excommunication from the syn- 
agogues (John 9:22, 34; 12:42; 16:2). On two occasions this au- 
thor referred to those who believed in Jesus but who did not 
have the courage to confess that faith publicly John 12:42, 43; 
19:38). John posed as a hero, a man who came to believe in 
Jesus even at the cost of excommunication (John 9). When this 
author referred to the Jews, it was clear that his primary ref- 
erence was to those rigid defenders of orthodox Judaism who 
were making life miserable for those who had found in the 
Jewish Messiah Jesus, the light and the life of God. He did 
know other Jews that he did not condemn. Indeed, he called 
one of them “an Israelite indeed in whom there is no guile” 
(John 1:47). For these Jewish Christians this Gospel was written 
and to them John issued his most powerful appeals. 

Only when the context is understood do the most dramatic 
aspects of the Fourth Gospel begin to make sense. Beyond the 
influence of the wisdom literature, this Gospel was most noted 
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for two things—the dramatic opening of the narrative and the 
strange series of words attributed to Jesus that involve the verb 
“to be,” known as the “I Am” sayings. 

John struck back at the rejecting Jews by making a polem- 
ical appeal to the very heart of the Jewish understanding of 
God as the only means through which Jesus could be acknowl- 
edged as Lord, Messiah, King, and Son of God. He took the 
Jewish Scriptures and fashioned his opening statement, known 
as “the prologue,” on the analogy of the creation story that 
was, as chapter 1 of Genesis, the prologue to the Jewish sacred 
story. “In the beginning God created the heavens and the 
earth,” thundered the first words of the Jewish Bible (Gen. 1:1). 
“In the beginning God” meant that before the earth was 
formed, before there was time or space, God was present in 
solitary, uncompromised, originating otherness. John deliber- 
ately alluded to these words from the creation story and in the 
process made a radical, some might say blasphemous, claim for 
Jesus, but a claim that would appeal mightily to Jewish Chris- 
tians. “In the beginning,” countered John, there was not just 
God but “the Word.” The Word, like wisdom, was part of the 
essence of God. “The Word was with God, and the Word was 
God. He was in the beginning with God; all things were made 
through him, and without him was not anything made that 
was made... . And the Word became flesh and dwelt among 
us” (John 1:1ff). This was a powerful Christian polemical claim 
to those Jews who sought to purge Jews who were believing 
Christians from the ranks of the synagogues. 

The God whom Jews believed to have created all things in 
fact created through his Word, John was asserting. That Word 
became flesh and was present in human history uniquely in the 
person of Jesus Christ. That Word possessed life and light. 
Those who came to him would know that life and they would 
never walk in darkness. But when this life came into the world, 
the very world the Word had created still did not know him. 
He came to his own people, those who said they believed in 
God, and his own people did not receive him. In him the very 
glory of God had been revealed or manifested but they (the 
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Jews) were not able to see. Notable biblical scholars, such as 
Raymond E. Brown, have suggested that this prologue is based 
on an early Christian hymn, but, whatever its origin, the au- 
thor of John chose it as the way to open his narrative and to 
fling his Christ claim boldly out to those who in the name of 
God were exiling Jewish Christians from the faith traditions of 
their mothers and fathers. 

Even as profound as that Christ claim was, this author had 
still another, even more intense, claim to make for this Jesus. 
Once again it was a claim based upon the Hebrew Scripture’s 
understanding of God. His appeal to Jewish holy concepts was 
part of his attempt to root Jesus in Judaism so deeply that those 
Jews who sought to expel Jesus from their life or to excommu- 
nicate those Jews committed to Jesus from the synagogues 
would discover that they were expelling something absolutely 
essential to their own faith story. Jesus was the very essence of 
their Jewish life, the meaning of their God without whom they 
could no longer even claim to be the elect people of God. 

Unless this context of a battle between two groups of Jew- 
ish people is seen as the source of the aroused passions present 
in this theological work of art, the Fourth Gospel can become, 
as indeed it has become, the source of the ugliest antisemitism 
and religious bigotry known in human history—a bigotry that 
has plagued Christianity to its shame, creating that dark tradi- 
tion that has compromised Christian integrity for two thousand 
years. 


Jesus the I Am 


In the Book of Exodus God had confronted Moses in the 
wilderness while he was tending the flocks of Jethro, his father- 
in-law. In that narrative God’s presence was manifested in a 
bush that burned without being consumed (Exodus 3). God 
called Moses in that moment to be the divine agent to free the 
Hebrew people from their enslavement in Egypt. Moses ar- 
gued, demurred, and twisted in the wind in a vain attempt 
to escape this demand. In one of his escape attempts, Moses 
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demanded to know God’s name (Exod. 3:13ff). If 1 go down to 
Egypt and seek Israel’s freedom on the direct orders of God, 
they will say, “Who is this God? What is the divine name?” If 
I cannot answer that J will be the laughingstock of Israel. What, 
God, is your name? In this ancient story God responded with 
a very enigmatic Hebrew phrase that was and is difficult to 
translate. The suggested translations are: “I am who] am” or “I 
will be what J will be” or “I am the one who causes everything 
that is to be.” The Hebrew name Yahweh is our modern at- 
tempt to capture this essence and to pronounce what is, in fact, 
an unpronounceable set of letters. 

The name of God was in some way related to the verb “to 
be.” This was the message of Exodus revealed in the call of 
Moses. God was being, the ground of being, the fullness of 
being, the sum of being, being itself. God is. Of this God it 
could be said that “the eternal and complete ‘I’ shares, 
undergirds, and affirms the eternal and complete world that 
is.” “I Am” was their way of saying this, of describing the 
indescribable. “I Am” was God’s name. The voice of the burn- 
ing bush said to Moses, tell them “I am” sent you. 

The author of the Fourth Gospel took that story of the 
name of God and made it another key to his interpretation of 
Jesus. In the face of the Jewish Christians’ rejection and ex- 
communication from the synagogues, John portrayed Jesus as 
part of that very Jewish definition of God. Jesus was to be 
understood as part of the great “I Am” of God. It was a star- 
tling, provocative, polemical claim. 

Even the translators do not always catch the profundity of 
this claim, for frequently they would add a subject to that star- 
tling verb form even when there was no subject in the Greek 
text. The best example of this is in the eighth chapter, where 
John had Jesus say, “when you have lifted up the Son of Man 
then you will know that I am he” (v. 28). What the Greek 
actually says is “when you have lifted up the Son of Man then 
you will know I Am.” You will know “I Am” when you see the 
glorified Christ. The lifting up was not a reference to the cross, 
as I long thought, but rather it referred to the lifting up to 
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glory. Paul would call that the exaltation; Luke would call it the 
ascension; John would call it the glorification. Jesus lifted up 
would reveal the glory of the God, Yahweh, | Am, a glory, John 
asserted, that Jesus shared before the foundation of the world. 

In case John’s readers missed this point, he reemphasized 
this insight a few verses later (8:57-59), still in that chapter 
dedicated to Jesus’ identity. Jesus had said to them, “Abraham 
rejoiced that he was to see my day; he saw it and was glad.” 
The religious authorities who heard this were dumbfounded. 
“You are not yet fifty years old,” they shouted with incredulity 
“and have you seen Abraham?” To this Jesus responded, “Be- 
fore Abraham was, I Am.” That verse cannot be mistranslated. 
Jesus’ hearers knew it. He had claimed for himself, according to 
John’s text, the sacred name of God. They responded by taking 
up stones to stone him to death. That was the fitting punish- 
ment for blasphemy. But if this claim were true, as John was 
suggesting, it made the rejection of Jesus and the rejection of 
those Jews who believed in Jesus nothing less than the rejection 
of God by the Jews themselves. Those who sought to preserve 
God from being compromised by a changing revelation of truth 
in fact were banishing God’s truth from their midst. 

The “I Am” claim for Jesus was carried by this author 
throughout the entire text of his Gospel. When John portrayed 
Jesus as the one who could feed a multitude in the wilderness, 
he had Jesus say, “J am the bread of life” (6:35). When his 
enemies wanted to debate his origins, John had his Jesus re- 
spond by saying, “J am the light of the world” (8:12). To those 
who might be lost in a human wilderness where no one cared, 
John’s Jesus was made to say, “! am the door of the sheep” 
(10:7) and “fam the good shepherd” (10:11). To those who were 
uncertain about their ultimate destiny, John had his Jesus 
claim, “I am the way, the truth, and the life” (14:6). To those 
who felt a radical sense of disconnectedness when they were 
banished from the synagogue, John’s Jesus was heard to say, “] 
am the vine... . Abide in me” (15:5). To those facing the spec- 
ter of death, the Christ of the Fourth Gospel was pictured as 
saying, “I am the resurrection” (11:25). “I Am” was the constant 
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claim of the Johannine Christ. The Word who was with God in 
the beginning, the Word who was made flesh and dwelt among 
us, in the “I Am” sayings of this Gospel laid claim for this Jesus 
to the very name of God. 

No other Gospel writer recorded these sayings of Jesus be- 
cause the Jesus of history obviously did not say them. They 
would be ludicrous and out of place in Mark, where the divine 
secret of Jesus’ identity was to be preserved until its ultimate 
revelation in the cross and resurrection of the Christ. Are these 
sayings then not true? They were and are true to the experience 
of Christ in the hearts of believers. Christ has been and is bread 
to the hungry, water to the thirsty, caring for the alienated, the 
vine for the rejected, life for the dying. Truth is so much deeper 
than literal truth. The testimony of faith affirms the profundity 
of the Fourth Gospel. Requiring that the Fourth Gospel un- 
dergo the test of literalism would rob it of that very profundity. 

Jesus, said this profound piece of Christian writing to those 
Jewish Christians being banished from the traditions of their 
own faith because of their openness to Jesus, was himself part 
of the secret of divine being incapable of being separated from 
the God worshiped by the Jews. Over and over Jesus was por- 
trayed as laying claim to the divine name. If you know Jesus, 
you will know the Father, for the Father and Jesus were one. 
They were inseparable. To be called into the life of this Christ 
was to be called into the very being of God. That is the message 
of the Fourth Gospel. 

In the midst of a painful religious controversy, the Gospel 
of John made these bold claims. By exploring the divine power 
present in the Christ, John carried his reader far beneath the 
level of the literal words and even the historic deeds of Jesus’ 
life. Those who looked only at the literal level would be as 
absurd as Nicodemus or the Samaritan woman by the well. 
Jesus was inviting the world to allow the essence of God to be 
born in them. The Johannine message was not to be literalized, 
it was to be lived. How can one worship the source of being, 
the great “I Am,” except by having the courage to be the self 
God created each of us to be? The Christian is the one called so 
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deeply into life, into love, and into being that he or she can say 
with a Christlike integrity, | AM! 

This Fourth Gospel, born out of decades of contemplation 
and meditation on the meaning of Jesus, was at one and the 
same time the least literal and the most accurate. The way it is 
used by literalistic Christian people today reveals the most pro- 
found biblical ignorance and the least understanding of the 
depth of Scripture. These things are written, this author said in 
conclusion, “that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ and 
believing you may have life in his name” (John 20:31). Literalize 
John and you will lose this Gospel. For that which is literalized 
becomes nonsense, while truth that is approached through sign 
and symbol becomes the very doorway into God. It is a pity 
that those who seek to defend biblical truth so often fail to 
comprehend its message. 
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Be. 


Christmas and Easter: 
Ultimate Truth and Literal Nonsense 


Christmas and Easter are Christian holidays still celebrated 
in a secular society. They are based on biblical narratives that 
have transcended the narrow religious base of their origins. In 
some way and to some degree even those persons who have 
never been inside a Christian church are familiar with some 
parts of this Christian story. Yet even here there is a confusion 
and an almost blatant unwillingness on the part of believing 
Christians committed to a literal Bible to face the irreconcilable 
contradictions found in these narratives. 

In the four chapters of the Bible (Matthew 1 and 2, Luke 1 
and 2) that purport to tell the story of Jesus’ birth and in the six 
chapters of the Bible (Matthew 28, Mark 16, Luke 24, John 20, 
21, 1 Corinthians 15) that purport to tell the story of Jesus’ 
resurrection, there are striking details, mutually exclusive tra- 
ditions, historic errors, and blatant exaggerations that can be 
easily and quickly identified. If the test of literalism is applied 
to this part of Scripture, it is impossible to ignore the fact that 
mutually contradictory details are present. At the very least, 
mutual contradiction means that someone is wrong, and it 
opens the possibility that perhaps none of the Gospel writers is 
correct in the literalness of their assertions. 


209 


The Puzzle of the Birth Narratives 


We look first at the Christmas story. It is the most familiar 
part of the Bible. Scenes from the narratives of this event adorn 
store windows and Christmas cards so extensively that they are 
inescapable. Christmas carols pour forth during the holiday 
season from radio stations, television Christmas specials, and 
through speaker systems in crowded shopping malls. High 
school bands, with high-stepping majorettes, march in Christ- 
mas parades across this land to the tunes of “O Come, All Ye 
Faithful” and “Hark! the Herald Angels Sing.” Because of the 
popularity of these tunes, the content slips, by osmosis, into 
our subconscious minds. We know of Bethlehem, a star in the 
east, angelic choruses, shepherds, and wise men. If we attend 
church at all, we usually make it to the annual Christmas pag- 
eant. At some point in our lives most of us have been actors on 
that holiday stage. Despite this background we remain either 
blissfully unaware or blatantly ignorant of the enormous prob- 
lems presented by these narratives if a literal interpretation is 
required. 

What kind of understanding of cosmology is presented in 
these narratives? Is not the assumption present in these stories 
that the blue sky separates God’s dwelling place in heaven 
from the human habitat on earth? What other meaning could 
there be to mysterious new stars that appear in the sky or to 
bright lights and angelic choruses that brighten the darkness of 
night for hillside shepherds? Does our understanding of as- 
tronomy allow us to literalize tales of a wandering star that 
guided oriental astrologers to the birthplace of a new king? 
Once we drop the romance of poetry and pageantry, is any part 
of this tale believable to twentieth-century people? Do we be- 
lieve in angels? Can they sing? In what language? 

Bethlehem was a little town and, as such, full of small-town 
gossip. If it literally occurred that a star led three exotic eastern 
magi on their camels to the door of that little house, where they 
dismounted and presented to an infant gifts of gold, frankin- 
cense, and myrrh, would not that house have been indelibly 
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marked in the minds of everyone for miles around? Why then 
was Matthew the only Gospel writer to relate such an account? 
Even more peculiar was Matthew’s later story that Herod did 
not seem to know either the location of the house or the iden- 
tity of the infant, and so he indiscriminately killed all the Jewish 
male babies up to two years of age in order to remove the 
newborn king. Yet no official records of King Herod made a 
reference to this act. No other biblical source seems to be aware 
of this act. Interestingly enough, this account of the murder of 
the innocent children is never dramatized in a pageant, even 
though it is as much a part of the wise men story as the familiar 
star in the east or the gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. 

In the shepherd story in Luke, the shepherds journey into 
Bethlehem and somehow find the holy family in the stable. 
How did they manage that needle-in-a-haystack feat? Our com- 
mon wisdom tells us that they were led by a star, but Luke 
does not know anything about a star. That star is only in Mat- 
thew, and Matthew does not appear to know anything about 
any shepherds. All Luke tells us is that the shepherds went to 
Bethlehem and found the child. Remarkable! Biblical literalists 
must postulate supernatural miracle after supernatural miracle 
to keep their fundamentalism intact. God has to hang a star in 
the air and let it roam through the sky. 

Remember that when the Bible was written, no one had 
ever flown, the solar system was unknown, no one knew that 
stars were suns or that our sun was what we call a star. The 
common belief at that time was that God dwelt just beyond the 
sky, which was not too far above the earth. We since have 
flown in airplanes many thousands of feet above the earth. 
Human beings have journeyed to the moon, and human tech- 
nology has devised the means by which we have viewed with 
dramatic closeness every planet that rotates around our sun. If 
a supernatural deity performed in a literal way all of the su- 
pernatural events that are described in the birth narratives of 
the Bible, this deity seems to have been limited by a Ptolemaic 
worldview. The inescapable conclusion is that God was bound 
at the time of Jesus’ birth to a view of the universe that is today 
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abandoned by every literate human being. God not only had to 
act in a supernatural fashion but this God had to assume in 
those supernatural acts a view of the universe that is today 
universally dismissed. How believable is that? Is God all know- 
ing or is God bound by the human intelligence of any given 
age? Even if these serious questions could be answered satis- 
factorily, a literalistic view of the birth narratives has other 
equally grave problems to overcome. 

I mentioned earlier that Matthew did not seem to know 
anything about shepherds, but it could also be stated that Luke 
did not know anything about wise men. The traditional church 
Christmas pageant normally follows Luke’s story line of an- 
nunciation, journey to Bethlehem, birth, angels, shepherds, 
and concludes with the shepherds kneeling before the créche 
within the stable. If Matthew is used at all, the story of the wise 
men is simply tacked on as the final scene. This produces the 
visual fallacy of the wise men presenting their gifts to the baby 
in the manger, which may be romantic, but it is biblical non- 
sense. There was no manger in Matthew’s story of the wise 
men, there was no stable, and there was no journey by Joseph 
and Mary from Nazareth to Bethlehem for a taxation enroll- 
ment. In Matthew’s Gospel Mary and Joseph lived in a house 
in Bethlehem over which a star could stop. They were not trav- 
elers to that city from a distant place. The holy family went to 
live in Nazareth, according to Matthew, only because Herod’s 
brother Archelaus had taken his brother’s place on the throne 
in Judea and might continue his brother’s murderous vendetta 
to destroy the newborn king. Luke said quite specifically that 
Mary and Joseph lived in Nazareth before they journeyed to 
Bethlehem. Someone was wrong. 

This discrepancy is not an example of paradox, as one the- 
ologian tried to maintain in a review of one of my books.’ A 
paradox is a profound truth that embraces contradictions that 
can neither be reconciled nor dismissed, so they have to be held 
in tension. These narratives involve, I believe, simple facts that 
are contradictory and irreconcilable. Joseph and Mary either 
lived in Nazareth, as Luke asserted, or they lived in Bethlehem, 
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as Matthew believed. They either returned to their home in 
Nazareth, as Luke informs us, or they by chance happened 
upon Nazareth in fulfillment of divine prophecy, as Matthew 
has related. Both Evangelists may be wrong on these facts, but 
both Evangelists cannot be right. If one is right, the other is 
wrong. Biblical inerrancy is once again a casualty of a mutually 
exclusive contradiction. 

The pain of literalism does not stop here. Luke tells us that 
on the eighth day of his life Jesus was circumcised (Luke 2:21) 
and that on the fortieth day of his life Jesus was presented in 
the temple in Jerusalem. Only then, when this family group in 
faithful Jewish obedience had accomplished in a rather leisurely 
fashion all of these things required by the Law, did they return 
into Galilee “to their own city Nazareth” (Luke 2:39). While 
these liturgical acts were being performed in Jerusalem and 
while they were returning peacefully to their home in Naz- 
areth, according to Luke, Matthew said that Mary, Joseph, and 
Jesus were fleeing for their lives into Egypt, and only after the 
death of Herod were they able to risk returning to their 
Bethlehem home and even felt that to be too dangerous, so 
they journeyed on into Galilee to settle in Nazareth. One can- 
not be in Jerusalem and in Galilee and in Egypt at the same 
time. Someone is wrong. Maybe both Evangelists are wrong, 
but certainly both of them cannot be right. Biblical inerrancy, 
no matter what the television evangelists proclaim, is a logical 
impossibility. 

It has been mentioned earlier but it bears repeating in this 
context that the genealogies in Matthew (chap. 1) and Luke 
(chap. 3) are not capable of being reconciled. They disagree in 
many details, not the least of which is the number of genera- 
tions (Luke said it was seventy-six; Matthew said forty-two), 
the son of David who carried the messianic line (Solomon, said 
Matthew; Nathan, said Luke), or even the name of Jesus’ 
grandfather (Jacob, said Matthew; Heli or Eli, said Luke). 

There are still more facts that render a literalization of these 
birth narratives strange and bizarre. Matthew quoted a text 
from Isaiah to prove the virgin birth tradition. Fortunately for 
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Matthew’s integrity, he quoted that Hebrew text in Greek, 
where the connotation of “virgin” is present in the Greek word 
parthenos. However, if he had gone to the original Hebrew, he 
would have discovered that the connotation of virginity was 
not present in the original text of Isaiah. The Hebrew word for 
“virgin” was betulah. The word used in Isaiah is ‘alimah, which 
means young woman. It does not mean virgin in any Hebrew 
text in the entire Bible in which it is used. Furthermore, the 
context of Isaiah (7:14) where the supposed virgin text is found 
renders Matthew’s use of that text strange indeed. The prophet 
Isaiah was going to give King Ahaz of Judah a sign from God 
that the siege of Jerusalem being carried on at that moment by 
the armies of Syria and the northern kingdom of Israel would 
not be successful. A child born some seven hundred years later 
could hardly accomplish that purpose. Literalism dies when- 
ever the Bible is studied seriously. Even the familiar birth 
narratives that feed our Christmas traditions fall apart when 
analyzed. Whatever their ultimate meaning might happen to 
be, if literalized they cannot survive the light of day. 

Biblical scholars have today uncovered many signs that 
point to the composition of these narratives as deliberate at- 
tempts to retell stories in the Hebrew tradition. The story of the 
wise men in Matthew seems to have been crafted on the basis of 
the Hebrew account of Balaam (Numbers 22-24). The shepherd 
narrative in Luke may well have been composed on the basis of 
Micah (4, 5). The Bethlehem story was created to fuel a mes- 
sianic expectation based on Micah (5:2), and the reputation of 
Nazareth as a fit place out of which anything good, and most 
especially a messiah, might come seems to have created prob- 
lems for the early Christians. Herod’s murder of the innocent 
children was a retelling of the Pharaoh-Moses infancy story, 
where once before a wicked king had sought to destroy God’s 
chosen deliverer. Even the star in the east has been found in 
some later Hebrew midrash (ongoing rabbinic interpretation of 
the Torah) to have been a phenomenon that marked the birth 
of Isaac, the child of promise, in Jewish folklore. Finally, the 
character of Joseph to whom God spoke frequently in dreams 
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was clearly patterned on the model of the patriarch Joseph from 
the Book of Genesis, to whom God frequently spoke in dreams 
and who, like his Matthean counterpart, saved God’s elect by 
taking them down into Egypt. 

Am I suggesting that these stories of the virgin birth are not 
literally true? The answer is a simple and direct “Yes.” Of 
course these narratives are not literally true. Stars do not wan- 
der, angels do not sing, virgins do not give birth, magi do not 
travel to a distant land to present gifts to a baby, and shepherds 
do not go in search of a newborn savior. I know of no reputable 
biblical scholar in the world today who takes these birth nar- 
ratives literally. Does that mean that the virgin birth story is not 
literally true? Let me answer this categorically. The virgin birth 
tradition of the New Testament is not literally true. It should 
not be literally believed. Should we then purge the Bible of 
these stories? Absolutely not! These birth narratives are not 
only among the most beautiful parts of Scripture but they are 
among the most profound. It is the beast of literalism that must 
be purged so that the depth of truth contained in these narra- 
tives can be rescued and heard in our generation. 

It is not my intention here to analyze deeply the birth nar- 
ratives. My purpose here is to see the truth to which these 
narratives point. Birth narratives tell us nothing about the birth 
of the person who is featured in those narratives. They do tell 
us a great deal, however, about the adult life of the one whose 
birth is being narrated. No one waits outside a hospital room 
for a great person to be born. This is not the way human life 
works. A person becomes great in his or her adult years, and 
the significance of that life is celebrated in tales that gather 
around the moment in which that powerful adult figure en- 
tered history. We celebrate the birthdays of George Wash- 
ington, Abraham Lincoln, and Martin Luther King, Jr., only 
because those lives in their adult years became turning points 
in our history, and so the day on which they were born is noted 
as a significant day in our history. 

It was not different with Jesus of Nazareth. It was his adult 
life, his adult power, the experience of God that women and 
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men had in his presence, his crucifixion, his resurrection, and 
the outpouring of God’s spirit through him that caused stories 
of his birth to begin to circulate. Underneath the level of the 
fanciful, literal details the message of the birth narratives was 
and is simple. This was the early church’s way of saying, 
“What we have met and experienced in Jesus the Christ we do 
not believe human life alone is capable of creating. He must be 
of God. If God can be met, engaged, and embraced in and 
through the adult life, the death, and the resurrection of Jesus, 
then surely God had to be in this Jesus. So there must have 
been a time when God entered him or else we could not have 
met God so completely through him that we have come to 
believe that God and Jesus are, in some unique way, one and 
the same. We cannot meet Jesus without experiencing God. We 
cannot envision God without seeing Jesus.” That was the 
Christian experience, and it is the bedrock of the Christian 
faith. 

In the words of Paul, “God was in Christ reconciling.” How 
God got into this Jesus became a later debate, and four different 
theories are incorporated into Holy Scripture itself. They are 
not completely mutually exclusive, but they are not mutually 
compatible either. Paul, the earliest biblical writer, said that 
Jesus was “declared to be the Son of God by the spirit of ho- 
liness at the resurrection from the dead” (Rom. 1:4). Mark, the 
first Gospel writer, suggested that the Holy Spirit descended 
upon this Jesus when the heavens opened at his baptism (Mark 
1:10, 11). That was the moment for Mark when Jesus was de- 
clared Son of God. Between Paul and Mark that moment had 
moved from Easter to baptism, but in both instances it was the 
work of the Spirit. 

Matthew and Luke continue to employ the Spirit, but in 
their unique and incompatible ways they move the moment 
back from baptism to conception. It remains for the Fourth Gos- 
pel to suggest that even conception was not soon enough—that 
Jesus was the preexistent Word of God that became enfleshed 
in the life of Jesus the Christ. From resurrection to baptism to 
conception to preexistence—that was the pathway that the ex- 
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planation of Jesus traveled in a uniquely human attempt to 
explain the origins of the reality of God that was their experi- 
ence in and through this life. 

When fundamentalists suggest that if the literal virgin birth 
concept is surrendered, the divinity of Christ can no longer be 
supported, they are once again victimized by their own biblical 
ignorance. Paul, Mark, and John seem to have had no notion at 
all of a virgin birth tradition. Yet their understanding of the 
Christ is perhaps the most profound in all of Holy Scripture. It 
is literalism that finally is at risk, not the divine nature of the 
Christ. When that point is clear, a major retreat from the liter- 
alization of Scripture will be inevitable. 


Discovering the True Easter Story 


When we turn to look with scholarly eyes at the resurrec- 
tion narratives of the New Testament, the anxiety of the fun- 
damentalists rises perceptibly. The birth narratives may be 
important to the literalistic Christians, but they could abandon 
this outpost of their creed more easily and quickly than they 
could abandon the resurrection, by which they normally mean 
the physical, bodily resurrection of Jesus. Fundamentalist peo- 
ple like to quote Paul, that if Jesus be not risen “your faith is in 
vain” (1 Cor. 15:17). Risen to them means physical rising and 
bodily resuscitation. The birth accounts may be important to 
the Christian story, but the events of Easter are absolutely cru- 
cial. There can be no compromise here, no watering down of 
the essential details. Once again, it is helpful to fundamental- 
ists not to read the Bible, for only in this way can their illusions 
be preserved. 

What does physical, bodily resurrection mean? The Bible 
tells us of a risen Christ that can appear and disappear as if out 
of or into thin air (Luke 24:15, 31). Is that physical or bodily? 
The Bible tells us that the risen Christ appeared in a room 
where the doors were shut “for fear of the Jews” (John 20:19), 
Can a physical body walk through a door? The Fourth Gospel 
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in one instance had the risen Christ say to Mary Magdalene, 
“Touch me not for I have not yet ascended to my Father” 
(Jjohn 20:17), and in another instance he said to Thomas, 
“Reach here your finger and touch my wounds and take your 
hand and thrust it into my side” (John 20:27). That would seem 
to indicate that in the mind of the Johannine writer the 
unascended Lord was not touchable but the ascended Lord 
was. It is a strange image, not easily understood and certainly 
not capable of being literalized. How can something be real and 
yet not physical? Paul wrestled with that and coined the phrase 
“spiritual body” to embrace it. Paul was quite sure that “flesh 
and blood could not inherit the Kingdom of God” (1 Cor. 
15:50). Did Paul believe in the physical resurrection or the bod- 
ily resurrection? Until one defines those terms no one can Say. 
He did suggest that the risen Christ could never die again 
(Rom. 6:9). Somehow that phrase calls my mind beyond phys- 
ical, bodily categories. 

This debate, exciting and ingenious as it is, is not the chief 
problem biblical literalists have with the resurrection narratives 
of the New Testament. That problem comes rather with the 
knowledge that the details in the narratives of the various Gos- 
pels are simply incapable of being reconciled one with another. 
Here in the central primary moment of the Christian story there 
is significant discrepancy in vital details. Literalism is battered 
when the resurrection narratives are compared. 

Who went to the tomb at dawn on the first day of the 
week? Paul said nothing about anyone going. Mark said that 
Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome went 
(chap. 16). Luke said that Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of 
James, Joanna, and some other women went (24:10). Matthew 
said Mary Magdalene and the other Mary only went (1:28). 
John said that Mary Magdalene alone went (20:11). This is not 
an important detail unless you claim inerrancy for every word 
of Scripture. If that claim is made, even minor disagreements 
become catastrophic. 

What did the women find at the tomb? Since Paul made no 
reference to a tomb visit, he has nothing further to contribute 
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to this section of the narrative. Mark, however, said that the 
women found a young man dressed in white garments who 
gave the resurrection message. Luke said it was two men 
clothed in dazzling apparel. Matthew said it was nothing less 
than “an angel of the Lord” who descended in an earthquake, 
put the armed guard to sleep, rolled back the stone, and gave 
the resurrection message. John began with no messenger at all, 
but on Mary Magdalene’s second visit she confronted two an- 
gels, although they were speechless. Finally she confronted Je- 
sus himself, whom she mistook for the gardener. From Jesus 
she received the resurrection message. 

Did the women see the risen Lord in the garden at dawn on 
the first day of the week? Mark and Luke said no. Matthew said 
yes. John said yes also, but he insisted that it was a little bit 
later. Where did the risen Christ appear to the disciples? Paul 
gave no hint of location in his list of appearances. Mark re- 
corded no appearance stories,* but he hinted that there would 
be a meeting between the risen Lord and the disciples in 
Galilee. Matthew was quite specific, writing that the only time 
Jesus appeared to the disciples was in Galilee on a mountain- 
top, at which time he gave what we call the Divine Commis- 
sion. Luke was equally specific but diametrically opposed to the 
Mark and Matthew tradition. 

In Luke the risen Christ quite pointedly ordered the disci- 
ples to remain in Jerusalem until they were empowered by the 
Holy Spirit; that is, they were not to go to Galilee, as the angelic 
messenger in Mark had ordered and as Matthew had narrated. 
Luke then asserted that the only resurrection appearances that 
occurred took place in the Jerusalem area. For him the setting 
was in an upper room and in the village of Emmaus, some six 
miles away from Jerusalem. Luke implied that there was no 
Galilean appearance because for him appearances of the risen 
Lord ceased with the ascension that occurred just outside of 
Jerusalem. John said, in agreement with Luke, that the initial 
resurrection experiences took place in Jerusalem, but then, in 
disagreement with Luke, he went on to record a Galilean res- 
urrection tradition in chapter 21. 
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There are many scholars who believe that the final chapter 
of John is not from the pen of the same man who wrote chap- 
ters 1 through 20, so the Galilean tradition in the Fourth Gospel 
does not rest on quite as firm a biblical base as it does in Mark 
and Matthew. However, it must be noted that John’s Galilean 
tradition is not set on a mountaintop as it is in Matthew, but by 
a lake. It does seem strange that the experience of the risen 
Christ, which had to have been a moment of tremendous con- 
sciousness expanding and revelation, could not be located in 
one consistent place. Most of us remember where we were 
when a life-changing event occurred. The biblical narratives do 
not give evidence of a consistent tradition. When fundamen- 
talists, in an attempt to smooth over these factual differences, 
argue that there were many resurrection appearances—some in 
Jerusalem and some in Galilee—their solution raises so many 
questions as to be inoperative. Did the disciples not talk to each 
other? Could the first experience of resurrection have been so 
insignificant that they did not remember whether it was in 
Galilee, as Mark implied and Matthew stated, or in Jerusalem, 
as Luke insisted and with which John concurred? The mystery 
deepens and the case for a literal understanding of Scripture 
totters perceptibly. But there are still more difficulties. 

When did the risen Christ appear to the disciples? We are 
so accustomed to the reference to the third day in the recitation 
of the Creed that we think automatically that the Bible asserts 
that resurrection occurred on the first day of the week follow- 
ing the crucifixion on Friday. A careful reading of the bibli- 
cal text, however, does not universally support the first day of 
the week as the moment when the risen Christ was seen. Care- 
ful reading also will raise questions about the length of time in 
which resurrection appearances were thought to occur. 

The data are these. Paul asserted the first-day-of-the-week 
tradition for the first Easter appearance, but he stretched the 
time in which these manifestations of the living Christ occurred 
to include his own conversion moment. His “seeing” of the 
risen Lord differed in no way from the other appearance nar- 
ratives, he asserted, save in that his was last (1 Cor. 15:8). That 
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opens the time frame, as we have noted earlier, to a span of 
from one to six years after the events of the first holy week and 
Easter. Even if we take the earliest possible date of one year, it 
stretches considerably the common wisdom that surrounds the 
Easter tradition, and it calls into question anew the chronology 
of Luke that suggests that no more than fifty days marked the 
time of the resurrection appearance. It also means that either 
Paul or Luke is wrong. Paul regarded his conversion as a res- 
urrection experience. Luke clearly did not, for he asserted that 
no resurrection experiences occurred after the ascension (Acts 
1:3ff). 

Mark, the earliest Gospel, recorded no appearance stories 
at all but hinted that such would occur at some unspecified 
later date, certainly not the first day of the week, for the dis- 
ciples were told to return to Galilee to await the fulfillment of 
that angelic message. Matthew, though adding to Mark’s story 
the appearance of the Easter Christ to the women at the tomb, 
suggested that the mountaintop experience, which was for 
Matthew Jesus’ only appearance to the disciples, took place 
much later in Galilee. Luke made Jerusalem and the first day of 
the week the time and place of his narrative. He did, however, 
bring the disciple band into this experience only in the evening 
of that day after his narrative of Emmaus (Luke 24:29, 33, 36). 
John agreed with Luke but added his own unique twist. He 
made the first-day-of-the-week appearance at dawn in the gar- 
den to be a preascension appearance (John 20:17ff) to Mary 
Magdalene alone. The disciples were not granted the resurrec- 
tion vision until the evening of that day (John 20:19). Recall that 
the Jews reckoned time from sundown to sundown, not from 
midnight to midnight. Therefore evening on the first day was 
the beginning of the second day for them. When the Christ did 
appear in John’s narrative, he was the already ascended Lord 
who could breathe on them and present them in this way with 
the gift of the Holy Spirit. In the final chapter of John, the 
Galilean tradition was dated days or weeks later. The disciples 
had returned to their homes and had resumed their careers 
(John 21:3ff). 
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This last reference in the Fourth Gospel to the relationship 
of resurrection to ascension and Whitsunday or Pentecost raises 
still another level of conflict in the literal text. Who was the 
Christ that they saw? Was he resurrected but not yet ascended? 
That was Luke’s answer and that was John’s conclusion, but 
only in regard to Mary Magdalene in the garden. Was it the 
already ascended Lord or the not yet ascended Lord who ap- 
peared on the mountaintop in Matthew? Did he appear out of 
heaven or did he, like the disciples, trudge up the mountain- 
side? Did Pentecost come after ascension, as Luke clearly stated 
(Acts 1, 2), or was Pentecost and even ascension part of the 
total Easter experience, as John implied? There is no agree- 
ment. Literally they are mutually exclusive and therefore mu- 
tually contradictory. 

If textual inerrancy is to be maintained as a virtue in the 
study of Holy Scripture, we must face the fact that inerrancy 
cannot survive even an analysis of the moment of Easter, in 
which the Christian movement clearly had its origin. Those 
Easter Christians who come to church once a year do not have 
to face these issues. At such a service they will hear but one 
small section of one of the Gospels read. The contradictions 
exist only when all of the resurrection accounts are placed side 
by side. The Easter churchgoer can blissfully ignore the other 
biblical traditions of which he or she might be only vaguely 
aware. 

As I stated in the discussion of the birth narratives, it is not 
within the scope of this book to analyze in detail the Easter 
narratives of the New Testament.*? My purpose here is quite 
different. I seek once more to separate experience from narra- 
tion. The narratives that seek to convey the experience cannot 
be literalized without drowning their very integrity in a sea of 
contradictions. 

The experience of Jesus as risen Lord, the breaker of the 
barrier of death, the living, empowering presence in the life of 
the church underlies every verse of the Christian writings. 
There is no question about the reality of Easter as a source of 
power or the centrality of Easter in the life of the believer. 
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Obviously something happened after the death of Jesus that 
had startling and enormous power. Its power was sufficient to 
reconstitute a scattered and demoralized band of disciples. Its 
reality was profound enough to turn a denying Peter into a 
witnessing and martyred Peter, and to turn disciples who fled 
for their lives into heroes willing to die for their Lord. Easter 
was so intense that it created a new holy day, the first day of 
the week, and in turn a new liturgical act, the breaking of 
bread, turning both into a weekly celebration of the presence of 
the living Lord in their midst. Easter was of such power that 
Jewish disciples taught from the time of their cradle that God 
alone was holy, that God alone was to be venerated, prayed to, 
and worshiped now could no longer conceive of God apart 
from Jesus of Nazareth. They could also no longer look at Jesus 
of Nazareth without seeing God. Whatever Easter was literally 
for the disciples, it meant that Jesus had been taken into God 
and vindicated by God. It also meant that Jesus had tran- 
scended death and was therefore ever present to the disciples 
as the animating Spirit. That was what the word Easter came to 
stand for in this faith community. 

The words that gave rational form to that experience came 
later. These words varied widely and interpreted this reality 
quite differently. To treat these words literally is to hurl the 
believer into an abyss of contradictions and irreconcilable as- 
sertions. To go beyond the literal words, indeed to use those 
words as the vehicle for entering the experience of the resur- 
rection, is, however, the purpose for which we Christians to- 
day pore over our Scriptures with such intensity and such 
seriousness. 

I can only hint at where that study is leading the church. It 
does appear, however, that resurrection, ascension, and Pen- 
tecost were originally three ways of describing the same reality. 
In time narratives formed around each aspect of this single ex- 
perience. Over the years, in the retelling, these narratives 
wrenched this experience into three parts that lodged in the 
mind of the church and to this day are celebrated liturgically in 
the church year in this way. 
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An analysis of the earliest Easter traditions will reveal that 
originally passive verbs only were used to describe the Easter 
event. The Easter story was the narrative of a God who raised 
Jesus. The implication of that passive verb raised was that God 
raised -him not back into life but into heaven. Resurrection- 
ascension was one act at God’s initiative, and before the two 
aspects were split apart, the word exaltation covered both. 
When Paul was writing to the Philippians, he used a text that 
many scholars think was part of a very early Christian hymn. 
It is revealing in what it does not say. 


Have this mind among yourselves which is yours in Christ 
Jesus, who though he was in the form of God, did not count 
equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, 
taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of 
men. And being found in human form he humbled himself 
and became obedient unto death, even death on a cross. 
Therefore God has highly exalted him [italics are mine] and be- 
stowed on him the name which is above every name, that at 
the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on 
earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that 
Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. (Phil. 
2:5-11) 


In this passage, which may well be the most ancient part of 
the New Testament, there is no mention of resurrection. The 
words move directly from death on the cross to exaltation into 
heaven. God raised Jesus from death to the heavenly realm, to 
the side of God, into the very being of God. In that place the 
eyes of faith perceived Jesus as victorious over death, and the 
believers knew themselves to be filled with the Christpower,* 
the Holy Spirit of God. This ancient hymn also included the 
original and, I believe, still the best creed that has ever come 
out of the Christian church—“Jesus is Lord.” 

When in the telling and retelling of the Easter story resur- 
rection and ascension were split into two separate actions, the 
language evolved to accommodate the change. The passive 
“raised” was associated more and more with what came to be 
called the ascension. An active verb that implied that Jesus 
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himself did the rising came to be associated with the resurrec- 
tion. Resurrection was resurrection back into life and was at- 
tributed to Jesus, and ascension was exaltation into heaven and 
remained the action of God. 

When the experience of Easter was first put into words, it 
was simply a proclamation without narrative. Jesus lives! Death 
cannot contain him! Proclamations, however, never remain 
simply proclamations; they inevitably create a narrative to ex- 
plain them. Jesus lives! became “we have seen the Lord” and 
gave rise in time to all of the appearance stories. “Death cannot 
contain him” was expanded first into such shouts as “O death, 
where is your sting?” “O grave, where is your victory?” (1 Cor. 
15:55). Then later the concept was encapsulated into narra- 
tives about a tomb that was empty and a grave that had been 
escaped. The essence of the gospel is never found in the nar- 
rations, but all of the irreconcilable contradictions are. In the 
telling and retelling of the story, the facts were bent, twisted, 
and even changed. 

The biblical literalist wants to claim inerrancy for what is in 
fact a narrative two steps removed from the reality it seeks to 
narrate. Behind the narrative is an unnarrated proclamation. 
Behind the proclamation is an intense life-giving experience. 
The task of Bible study is to lead believers into truth, a truth 
that is never captured in mere words but a truth that is real, a 
truth that when experienced erupts within us in expanding 
ways, calling us simultaneously deeper and deeper into life 
and, not coincidentally, deeper and deeper into God. Our 
Christ has come, said the Fourth Gospel, that we “may have 
life, and have it abundantly” (John 10:10). 

Human life alone could not produce that which we have 
experienced in Jesus the Christ. He is of God, so the Christmas 
story points to truth, but the words used to describe or capture 
that truth are not themselves true in any literal sense. The 
power of Easter is, for me, both real and eternal, but the words 
used by human beings to narrate that truth can themselves 
only point to that truth. They can never capture it. To literalize 
the biblical narrative in all cases is to distort and ultimately to 
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destroy its truth. In the specific instance of Christmas and Eas- 
ter, this conclusion is easily documented. Perhaps if we could 
lead this generation beyond the words of these narratives into 
the truth to which these narratives point, we would not be so 
prone to change the Christ child into a Santa Claus, the manger 
into a Christmas tree, the heavenly host into Rudolf the red- 
nosed reindeer, the risen Christ into a prolific Easter bunny or 
a hatching Easter egg, and Pentecost into a birth-of-the-church 
celebration. 

There is more to our story—ever so much more than is 
contained in these limiting narratives, but until we free the 
Scriptures from the killing straitjacket of literalism, fundamen- 
talism, and inerrancy and free the church from every claim of 
infallibility, that wondrous life-giving “more” will never be 
known, engaged, or integrated into our lives in Christ. Christ- 
mas and Easter both cry out to be discovered anew. In a human 
life God has been met and known, even in a human life that 
was once a helpless infant. In a human life the limits of finitude 
have been broken, including the ultimate barrier of death. That 
is the story we have to tell. It is, I believe, a story that men and 
women are eager to hear. It is a pity that this truth cannot be 
heard until the Bible is freed from the hands of those who are 
in fact destroying Christianity with their literalistic claims even 
though in their naiveté they believe themselves to be serving 
the Bible faithfully. 
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Who Is Christ for Us? 


Who is Christ for our day? 

This question was first framed for me by Dietrich Bon- 
hoeffer from his prison cell in Flossenburg, Germany, in 1945. 
This seminal Lutheran thinker had turned that cell into a world- 
wide pulpit as he awaited his execution at the hands of the 
Nazis. His question was not, Who is Christ? but rather, Who is 
Christ for us, for our day?’ Bonhoeffer recognized, as so many 
religious people fail to do, that anything we say about Christ is 
subjective. We do not capture Christ. Our minds do not em- 
brace Christ. Our words point to Christ. Our images interact 
with Christ. But our words and our images are products of our 
world, our cultural realities. They are not objective. They will 
not endure forever. 

What is true of our words and images is also true of the 
words and images of every previous era, including the words 
and images of that century which experienced Christ in history. 
That century was not universal. The early Christians were not 
universal men and women. They thought in the frame of ref- 
erence peculiar to the first century. Their minds were formed 
by the way first-century people comprehended reality. They 
were bound by the limits and subjectivity of their own lan- 
guage, their own history, and their own way of life. When they 
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came to put their experience of Christ into words, they had to 
use the only language available to them. The Christ experience 
was captured and distorted and frozen in the subjectivity of 
that era. 

The Christian revelation was thus forever stamped with a 
first-century bias. It was a powerful and controlling bias, and it 
continues to be operative in our day in religious circles. One 
Episcopal seminary dean in a letter to me claimed for his rather 
strange and antiquated point of view the authority of such 
words as “biblical” and “apostolic.”* The more he could bend 
his mind into a first-century form, the more authentically Chris- 
tian he could consider himself to be. More important, the more 
he could banish from his religious world the sounds of moder- 
nity, which challenged so deeply his view of both God and 
reality, the happier he would be. 

It was the first century that gave the verbal form to the 
Christian experience. Into the words of Mark, Matthew, Luke, 
and John the Christ event was placed. By these words the uni- 
versality of that experience was instantly compromised. The 
words of the first century became the normative and defining 
words for Christianity itself. So powerful was the experience of 
Christ that to the words that told of the experience was at- 
tached the reality of the experience itself. The treasure of the 
experience was confused with the earthen vessel that articu- 
lated the experience. The essence of Christ was confused with 
the form in which that essence was communicated. 

The experience of Christ was proclaimed by men and 
women who bore their witness and shared their faith. First 
there were leaders like Peter and Paul, who in the light of their 
meeting with Christ addressed the issues that concerned the 
first Christians in the form of letters to the churches. In this 
way the Epistles were born. Later the memory of Jesus, his 
sayings, his parables, and stories about him achieved the status 
of treasured, remembered, repeated words. Finally they were 
gathered by authors and editors and placed into written form. 
In this way the Gospel narratives entered history. In turn these 
books that slowly but surely obtained the status of Scripture 
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began to define the only legitimate way to talk about the Christ 
event, and as such they helped to create the words and phrases 
of the Christian creeds. 

Despite assumptions that were made and efforts that were 
exerted, these creeds did nonetheless change the biblical im- 
ages dramatically. The question is never, Who is Christ? as if 
there were some pure objective human capacity to capture 
truth for all time. The question is, Who is Christ for us? How 
do we as subjects carried along in the stream of history, 
whether we are conscious of it or not, apprehend the reality of 
Jesus and appropriate that reality for our time? 

The framers of the creeds, like us, were removed from the 
original Jewish context that marked most of the biblical narra- 
tive. They were answering the question, Who is Christ for us? 
in their own way as Hebrew roots faded and Greek philosoph- 
ical thinking became dominant. They admitted, for example, a 
dualism that would never have been natural to the Hebrew 
mind with its understanding of creation. They dealt with words 
that the original Jewish Christians could not have fathomed. 
Far more than the church fathers recognized, they were moving 
the Christ experience far beyond its original vocabulary. 

Contrary to the unhistorical view of creedal fundamental- 
ists and biblical literalists, there never was a moment when the 
Christ experience was captured to be normative for all time. So 
many of our classical theological understandings are distinctly 
nonbiblical. But we have fused them so deeply into Christian 
tradition that we do not separate creedal concept from biblical 
content. Indeed, we tend to read the Bible through creedally 
formed Greek and Western eyes. Yet Mark would never have 
understood a word like incarnation. Paul quite obviously was 
not a trinitarian. Each generation spoke of the way they saw 
Christ in their day. Mark saw a cosmic struggle in the super- 
natural realm between demonic forces and the intervening 
God. Matthew saw a new and greater Moses fulfilling the ex- 
pectations of the Hebrew Scriptures. Luke saw a new and 
greater Elijah reaching toward a universalism that would em- 
brace gentiles as well as Jews. John saw Christ in terms of the 
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preexistent deity who was Being itself, the great I Am. Each of 
these images participated in the truth of Christ. None of them 
bound Christ forever inside their images. 

This process has continued for two thousand years. Each 
generation stands in the midst of its concepts and values and 
uses a vocabulary tainted by the tribal experience of those peo- 
ple who developed that particular language. The knowledge 
available to Christians in any age was and is nothing more or 
less than the common knowledge of that era. 

Christ and the divine power that is met in that figure con- 
tinues to erupt as the years flow by. Christ is indeed “the hero 
of a thousand faces.” He was the divine judge and the helpless 
infant. He was the life-denying monastic and the political rev- 
olutionary. He was the soft Jesus who sat on a hillside and 
invited the children to come to him and the liberationist and 
radical organizer who drove money changers from the temple. 
Christ has been and still is many things to many people. All of 
them are Christ and none of them is Christ. Freeze any image 
and idolatry is the sure result. Allow no concrete images to 
emerge and the Christ will disappear from our consciousness. 

Who is Christ for our day? What images can we employ 
that will enable us to be the body of Christ with integrity while 
remaining women and men of relevance in our generation? A 
Christianity that is not changing is a Christianity that is dying. 
A Christianity that cannot restate in a radical and new way the 
essence of its truth is a Christianity destined to live only on our 
library shelves or in the museums of antiquity. Is there truth in 
Christ to which our words can point, into which our world can 
enter, and by which this generation can live? These are the 
issues and concerns to which we now turn. 


Interpreting Christ According to Our Experience 


The clue to this pursuit of the truth of Christ for us does not 
lie in words and images. They are always limited by the age 
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that produced them. We must journey beyond words and im- 
ages into the experience that produced those words. In this 
endeavor it is helpful to employ an active imagination. 

Let us assume for a moment that the Christ was not a first- 
century event but a twentieth- or even twenty-first-century 
event. To be more specific, let us assume that the Jesus in 
whom God was experienced as uniquely present was born in 
the last decade of the twentieth century. Since God is an ulti- 
mate truth and reality, my assumption is that the God experi- 
ence in the first century would not be different from the God 
experience in the last decade of the twentieth century. But 
when the experience is put into words and concepts, an aston- 
ishing variation would appear. That variation would be so wide 
that many would argue that the experience could not have been 
even similar, much less identical. 

To freeze the interpretation of the experience in the words 
of any era, including our own, would be to guarantee the even- 
tual loss of the truth of the experience. One generation cannot 
finally get inside the words and the concepts of another time. 
It would be like the refreshing biblical story of the young lad 
David, who volunteered to fight the giant Goliath (I Sam. 
17:31ff). The men of war of that era insisted that David be 
clothed in the familiar armor of soldiers, in the style of the 
previous generation. David, weighted down and immobile un- 
der the burden of that style of battle, declined to go forward 
until he could do it his way. So much of Christian theology 
today is not unlike the armor of the past that the elders wanted 
to place upon David as he journeyed to engage the realities of 
his world. This is not to denigrate that armor or that theology, 
for it may have served well in another era where it was appro- 
priate to the circumstances that existed at that time. But that 
does not mean that it is appropriate to us or our time. We read 
it to understand how our ancestors in faith dealt with the issues 
of their day, how they interpreted truth in categories that were 
alive for them. We do not make their understanding of truth a 
straitjacket into which our minds must be placed. 
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I am not interested in preserving the doctrine of the incar- 
nation. I am interested in understanding the truth to which the 
doctrine of the incarnation points. I am eager to enter the ex- 
perience out of which the doctrine of the incarnation emerged 
so that my generation can, with different words and different 
images, begin to appropriate the truth that is present in this 
historic doctrinal affirmation. 

Similarly, | am not interested in preserving the doctrine of 
the Trinity. I do not believe that the ultimate truth of God has 
been captured in the trinitarian formula. I am passionately in- 
terested in understanding why the doctrine of the Trinity was 
a life-and-death issue during the early centuries of Christian 
history. Iam eager to embrace the experience out of which the 
doctrine of the Trinity was forged and the truth to which this 
doctrine points. There is, however, nothing sacred or eternal 
for me about the words previous generations chose to be the 
bearers of their truth. 

Ecclesiastical claims to possess infallibility in any formu- 
lated version of Scripture and creed or in the articulations of 
any council, synod, or hierarchical figure are to me manifesta- 
tions of idolatry. Such claims do not serve the truth. They serve 
only the power and control needs of the ecclesiastical institu- 
tion. The church must embrace the subjective and relative char- 
acter of everything it says and does. If the church provides 
security, it cannot provide truth. This is the choice that faces 
Christians today. I vote for insecurity and the pursuit of truth. 
The alternative, I believe, is security and the creation of a 
doomed idolatry. 

The seminary in which I was trained had as its motto “Seek 
the truth—come whence it may, cost what it will.”* For me 
those words are a call to walk into the truth of Christ. Alas, 
even that seminary seems today to be more interested in pro- 
paganda than in education, more concerned about orthodoxy 
than truth, more afraid of the future than welcoming of it, and 
more defensive for its version of Christianity than it is open to 
the leading of the Holy Spirit that the Bible suggests is the way 
into future truth. Like every institution, its primary concern is 
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its own survival and viability. This is the inevitable result of 
institutional religion. 

Yet having issued that criticism, let me also state that the 
institutionalization of our religious heritage made that heritage 
available to us today. We Christians would long ago have per- 
ished from the earth if there had been no Bible in which to 
ground our experience, no creeds through which to articulate 
our common heritage. My quarrel is not with Bible and creeds 
but with the freezing of these instruments in time or with the 
assumption that somehow the Bible or the creeds escaped the 
subjectivity of the era that created them. The Bible and the 
creeds are windows into truth. They are not themselves the 
truth. They are valued documents in the faith journey of the 
people of God. They set parameters and call us to take those 
parameters seriously. But neither Bible nor creeds are to be 
taken literally or treated as if somehow objective truth has been 
captured in human words. Until that barrier of understanding 
has been crossed, the Bible and the creeds of Christianity have 
no chance to be live options or respected sources of truth as the 
twenty-first century dawns. 

My quarrel with fundamentalist and conservative Chris- 
tians is not their right to believe as literally as they wish to 
believe. It is rather with their attempt to define Christianity so 
narrowly that only fundamentalists or conservatives can be in- 
cluded within the definition. It is their need to impose their 
truth on all Christians as the only truth that I resent. At this 
point biblical fundamentalism and the official position of the 
Roman Catholic church with its defined orthodoxy and papal 
claims to infallibility are remarkably similar, if not in form at 
ieast in intention. Both are, in my opinion, remarkably wrong 
and remarkably destructive to Christian truth and to a Christian 
future. 

But who is Christ for us? How would we tell the Christ 
story if Jesus had been a reality of this contemporary period of 
human history? Surely it would not be in terms of the anthro- 
pomorphism of the first century. We do not envision God as a 
superhuman man who dwells beyond the sky. To talk of a 
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Father God who has a divine-human son by a virgin woman is 
a mythology that our generation would never have created 
and, obviously, could not use. To speak of a Father God so 
enraged by human evil that he requires propitiation for our sins 
that we cannot pay and thus demands the death of the divine- 
human son as a guilt offering is a ludicrous idea to our century. 
The sacrificial concept that focuses on the saving blood of Jesus 
that somehow washes me clean, so popular in evangelical and 
fundamentalist circles, is by and large repugnant to us today. 
This understanding of the divine-human relationship violates 
both our understanding of God and our knowledge of human 
life. 

To see human life as fallen from a pristine and good cre- 
ation necessitating a divine rescue by the God-man is not to 
understand the most elementary aspect of our evolutionary 
history. To view human life as depraved or as victimized by 
original sin is to literalize a premodern anthropology and a 
premodern psychology. 

Yet historic Christianity has traditionally been understood 
in terms of these categories. Baptism to wash away the stain of 
Adam’s sin in the newborn child is just one practice that 
emerges out of that understanding. To frighten parents into 
baptism by suggesting that their unbaptized infants might be 
damned to an eternity apart from God is insulting primarily to 
God. Who among us could worship such a deity? To traffic in 
guilt as the church has done, to take the beauty and life-giving 
quality of sexual love and distort it with layer after layer of 
sexual guilt is simply no longer defensible, if it ever was. Surely 
the experience of the Christ in this moment of history would 
not result in a use of these words and concepts to give rational 
form to the reality of that experience. 

If we saw an epileptic person being healed, we would not 
assume that the demons had gone out of the victim. If we saw 
a herd of swine stampeding to their deaths in a lake, we would 
not interpret it as the result of demonic spirits having entered 
the herd. If we wanted to assert that human life could not have 
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produced the presence of God that is met in Jesus, we would 
not do so by telling a virgin birth story. We do not believe, as 
the first century seemed to believe, that the entire genetic 
makeup of the new life was carried in the spermatozoon of the 
male. A virgin birth story that deletes the male would not result 
for us in the divine-human life of Jesus. 

If we wanted to assert that in Jesus all barriers, including 
the barrier of death, have been set aside, we would not do so 
by turning the parable of Lazarus and Dives, recorded only in 
Luke, into a historic account of the raising of Lazarus from the 
dead, as the Fourth Gospel seems to do. In Luke’s parable the 
narrative concludes as Abraham denies the rich man’s request 
that Lazarus return from the dead to warn his brothers. “If they 
do not hear Moses and the prophets,” says Abraham, “neither 
will they be convinced if someone should rise from the dead” 
(Luke 16:20ff). That is exactly what happened, argued the 
Fourth Gospel. Lazarus was called back into life and still no one 
believed. Indeed, the raising of Lazarus resulted, according to 
this Gospel, in the crucifixion itself (John 11:1ff). 

We could not retell the story of God providing manna in 
the wilderness by suggesting that the divine nature of Jesus 
allowed him to expand loaves and fish in a supernatural way, 
as the stories of Jesus feeding the multitude suggested. We 
could not talk of resurrection as if it were physical resuscitation, 
as some parts of the resurrection narratives suggest. We would 
not turn the proclamation “death cannot contain him” into 
empty-tomb stories of Easter, complete with angels, earth- 
quakes, soldiers falling over like dead men, and temple veils 
that kept human beings separated from the holy of holies being 
ripped open. We would not transform the ecstatic Easter cry of 
“He is risen,” “we have seen the Lord” into a series of ghostlike 
appearance stories that fight with each other as to whether or 
not this risen Christ is physical or spiritual. 

Did this risen Lord ask for and eat food and invite the 
inspection of his wounds—suggesting a real physicality that 
can chew, swallow, digest, and feel? Or did he appear and 
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disappear at will and enter rooms where the doors and win- 
dows were locked and barred—behavior that would suggest a 
nonphysical spirit. 

We would never in our day of space travel and knowledge 
of the vastness of the universe try to assert that the God ex- 
perienced in Jesus has been reunited with the God who was 
presumed to dwell just beyond the sky by telling the story of 
the cosmic ascension. We do not assume either the flatness of 
the earth or the centrality of this planet that the ascension story 
assumed. Our task is neither to dismiss these narratives as pre- 
scientific, and therefore to be without truth, nor to seek to wrap 
our twentieth-century brains around a first-century cosmology. 
Rather, we probe the story, go beneath the words, and seek to 
enter the experience that produced the words. 

There is a consistency to the experience of God in every 
age. The inconsistency, indeed the fallacy, is in the words used 
to articulate the experience, for words are both limited and 
dated. Literalized words always distort experience, and if these 
words are frozen so firmly they cannot change with the times, 
then finally literal words will render inaccessible in another 
time the meaning they once conveyed. 

We today do not think in natural / supernatural categories. 
God is not for us a human parent figure. We do not see human 
life as created good and then as fallen into sin. Human life is 
evolving, not always in a straight line, but evolving nonetheless 
into higher and higher levels of consciousness. We do not need 
the divine rescuer who battles the demonic forces of a fallen 
world in the name of the creator God. We are not likely to turn 
the Christ story into the mythological tale that begins with a 
virgin birth and ends in the cosmic victory over death. None of 
these elements of our faith story is wrong, but all of them are 
sorely limited by the worldview of the first century. 

That worldview has passed away. It no longer lives. Unless 
the experience of our faith story can be separated from the 
words and concepts of a dead worldview, it will be a dead faith 
story. Those who literalize the ancient biblical text guarantee 
this fate to the very religious system they think they are fight- 
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ing to save. When they try to impose their literalized version of 
the truth on the whole church, they violate the integrity of the 
gospel and the meaning of Scripture. They render the experi- 
ence out of which our faith story rises to be nonsensical. They 
thus unwittingly become the enemies of Christ. 

But if Christ is to be real for us, we must find words 
through which that reality can be articulated. This is not to 
suggest that our words will endure forever. Like the words of 
every age, our words will in time prove to be limited by our 
age, our ability to apprehend reality, and our time-oriented 
language. The German New Testament theologian Rudolf 
Bultmann, writing in the 1920s, was wrong, I believe, when he 
suggested the word demythologize as the tool for bringing Chris- 
tian truth out of the past and into the present. Bultmann 
seemed to assume that the present is free of “mythology.” This 
reflects, I believe, the arrogance of modernity. What we need to 
do is to demythologize in order that we might remythologize. 
We must seek the truth that lies beneath the mythology of the 
distant past so that we might experience that truth. But when 
we put that experience into words in our day, we will not es- 
cape the use of the subjective, inadequate words in our modern 
mythological understanding of reality, for we have no objective 
words. We will have succeeded only in remythologizing the 
truth of the Christ event. Our efforts will serve us but for a 
time. Our remythologizing process will capture truth no more 
eternally than did the creators of Scripture or the framers of 
creeds. 

Yet we must do this or we stand to lose forever what we 
Christians believe to be an ultimate truth—namely, that some- 
how in and through the person of Jesus of Nazareth the reality 
of God has become an experience in human history that is uni- 
versally available. 


What We Can Claim about Jesus 


The experience of Jesus was an experience of love. This 
love was a powerful life-affirming reality. It was love that broke 
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every human barrier and that swept over every human preju- 
dice. It was love that would not be confined by the Jewish 
limits in which it was born. It embraced the Syro-Phoenician 
woman and the Samaritan. It was love that put human life 
before religious rules (The Sabbath was made for man, not man 
for the Sabbath). It was love that transcended the religious def- 
initions of what was thought to be clean and unclean. Not only 
gentiles but lepers, prostitutes, tax collectors, and thieves were 
transformed with the power of that love. 

No barriers could be erected around that love of God that 
was seen in the life of Jesus. It was a terrifying, barrier-free love 
that rendered our religious security systems no longer opera- 
tive. Such a love called for profound changes in the human 
psyche. Such love called for openness, for the death of preju- 
dice, for the radical insecurity of a fully accessible humanity, for 
the end of any human isolation. Such love could not be toler- 
ated; rather, it had to be eliminated. The cross was a necessity 
if human life was unwilling to be opened this widely, and hu- 
man life was, in the first century, quite unwilling to be made so 
vulnerable. 

Human life still is unwilling to be so vulnerable. Every as- 
sault on human or religious prejudice today elicits anew that 
incredible human anger of an insecure creature. We clutch our 
defining limitations to our breasts like sweet sicknesses from 
which we dare not be purged. For years we convinced our- 
selves of the subhuman status of black people, women, left- 
handed people, homosexual people. We reacted to those 
persons with AIDS as our spiritual ancestors had reacted to the 
lepers. We built churches to house the righteous while relegat- 
ing the sinners to the ranks of the rejected as our pharisaic 
forebears did so many years ago. 

We cannot, however, escape the power of the fact that Je- 
sus means love—divine, penetrating, opening, life-giving, ec- 
static love. Such love is the very essence of what we mean by 
God. God is love. Jesus is love. God was in Christ. This was the 
experience that sought to find verbal forms in such creedal con- 
cepts as the Holy Trinity, the incarnation, the virgin birth. It is 
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not the creedal words that are sacred but the reality of the 
experience that lies behind the words. That is where holiness is 
met. The God who is love cannot be approached in worship 
except through the experience of living out that unconditional 
quality of love. That is why the church must be broken open 
and freed of its noninclusive prejudices. That is why slavery, 
segregation, sexism, bigotry, and homophobia tear at the very 
soul of the church. 

A church that calls itself the body of Christ cannot reject or 
oppress or define pejoratively one who is the recipient of the 
overwhelming love of God. To do so is to deny Christ. It is to 
play church. When that occurs, the marks of death are seen in 
that institution. Those marks are present when the refusal to 
upset the religious folk becomes a higher priority for the church 
than the search for truth or the demand for justice. Those 
marks are present when the church bends to accommodate the 
racists without hearing the cries of the rejected victims of rac- 
ism. They are present when the church compromises its truth 
in order to accommodate those whose sexism refuses to allow 
women access to ecclesiastical positions of power without hear- 
ing the pain in the generations of women who have been de- 
fined as auxiliary to the church. The marks of death are present 
when the church rejects lesbian and gay persons because they 
do not fit the narrow homophobic definition of “normal” hu- 
manity and do not hear the pain of the oppressed and rejected 
homosexual community. These are the signs that death awaits 
the Christ experience. 

When the love of God is contained inside human barriers, 
it dies. It ceases to be the demanding, searing, opening love of 
God. It has become instead the perfume of human respectabil- 
ity, sprinkled on the cesspools of human negativity. Perfume 
will never last into another generation. A contained, curtailed, 
domesticated, tamed love of God will never lead to the cross of 
Calvary. Jesus is the love of God that opens us and makes us 
vulnerable. The power of this Jesus can be met and known in 
every age. I have experienced this Christ when I’ve walked the 
edges of the ecclesiastical world and opened myself to the 
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victims of the rejection of those who claim to be the church of 
God. On those edges Jesus is still present. He is powerful, 
alive, loving, probing, embracing. There is an eternal reality 
about the love of God that is present in the historic crucified life 
of Jesus,of Nazareth. Behind the words of Scripture that love 
is seen. 

The experience of Jesus was also an experience of life, by 
which I mean whole life. Jesus was alive. Jesus was present 
with those whom he engaged. There was, in the words of Paul 
Tillich, an “eternal now”? about his life. People around him felt 
engaged by him. He was alive to the woman of the street who 
interrupted dinner in the house of Simon the Pharisee to wash 
Jesus’ feet with her tears and to dry them with her hair (Luke 
7:36ff). He was present to Zaccheaus, who, being short in stat- 
ure, climbed the tree to get a better view, only to discover 
himself hosting Jesus at dinner (Luke 19:2ff). He was present to 
the Samaritan woman at the well, who tried to divert his en- 
ergy into theological debate but who discovered that his life 
was undivertable (John 4:7ff). He was also present to the 
woman whose only desire was to touch the hem of his garment 
(Luke 8:43ff). He was present to the crowds who covered his 
path with palm branches (Mark 11:1ff), as well as to the soldiers 
who drove the nails of crucifixion (Luke 23:34). He was present 
to the penitent thief and to his grieving mother (John 19:26ff) 
even as his life force was being emptied. Jesus showed the 
meaning of life so deeply, so richly, and so completely that the 
very source of life seemed to be present in him. 

Behind the words, the parables, the stories of Jesus in 
Scripture, there is a life that is appealing, transcendent, open, 
full, and free. It is the portrait of a life that is in touch with a 
reality so powerful that it has escaped all human limits. It is a 
picture of life so deeply loved that it has expanded to the point 
where it presses against every human limitation. It is this life, 
said the experience of the first Christians, that tested the hu- 
man barrier of finitude and broke it open. Death could not and 
cannot contain the divine life-giving love. That was the reality 
behind the resurrection narratives. It does not reduce the res- 
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urrection to subjectivity, as the literalists claim; it rather invites 
us into the timeless Christ experience where resurrection is not 
so much an event of history as it is an experience of transcen- 
dence, ever available to those whose ability to live reflects the 
presence of the love that is God. 

Jesus was alive, totally alive, and in that vibrant, vital life 
God was experienced. This God was perceived in Scripture and 
creed as a human form who lived just beyond the sky, who 
manipulated life by entering it and by withdrawing from it. 
That limited view has faded. This God is now perceived as the 
presence of life that animates the universe, that reaches self- 
consciousness in Homo sapiens, and that breaks open to the 
essence of transcendence in Jesus of Nazareth. In the fullness 
of this life we enter the same experience of God that marked 
the life of Jesus. We worship this God and acknowledge the 
saving power of this Jesus when we dare to live openly, fully, 
completely—affirming the life of God that is within us. The 
God whom Paul asserted was in Christ is also in those of us 
who acknowledge that presence with a commitment to live. 

Finally, the experience of Jesus was an experience of Being. 
It was the Greek world that self-consciously used the philo- 
sophical concepts of ontology, or being, to talk about God. Yet 
its echoes are found, as we have noted, in the ancient Hebraic 
name for God, recorded in the book of Exodus. YHWH was a 
word that derived its meaning and its power from the verb “to 
be.” God and being somehow were bound up together in every 
human language and in every religious system. When Paul 
Tillich used the phrase “the ground of all Being” as his favorite 
name for God, he was in fact reflecting the religious sensitiv- 
ities of the ages. 

If God is the Ground of Being, how does that which is relate 
to the ground of all? This is the ultimate religious question. 
How does one worship the God who is Being? What was the 
experience that led the people of the first century to see Jesus 
as a human and yet complete expression of the Being of God? 

Once more we need to travel behind and beneath the 
words of both Scripture and creeds and to seek entry into the 
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experience that created the words contained in both. Words are 
always but a human vehicle through which ultimate meaning 
seeks to find expression. The words cannot be identified with 
the ultimate meaning. How did Jesus reflect this ground of 
being, which caused people to see in this life the very Being of 
God? The biblical record reveals a Jesus who had the courage to 
be himself. It is the portrait of one who did not need flattery. 
He could endure the ultimate abuse of having his life taken 
from him, but his “being” remained intact. His being did not 
seem to waver, regardless of the external circumstances. Some- 
how in a unique way Jesus was what God created him to be. In 
Jesus the full meaning of creation seemed to break forth. He 
both lived out the meaning of the Ground of Being in his own 
life and through his love gave to others the capacity to enter 
their own being at deeper and deeper levels. He still does this, 
for the Christpower we meet in Jesus is an eternal presence of 
the Holy God. 

To be a Christian, said Dietrich Bonhoeffer in his letters 
from prison, is not to be religious—it is just “to be.”° Religion 
is but one more mask that insecure people put on to cover their 
sense of personal inadequacy. The call of Christ is an eternal 
call to the affirmation of that which is. In the words of the 
popular commercial, it is a call to be all that one can be. 

To have the courage to be oneself, to claim the ability to 
define oneself, to live one’s life in freedom and with power is 
the essence of the human experience. “I came that they may 
have life, and have it abundantly,” said the Christ of the Fourth 
Gospel (John 10:10). True Christianity ultimately issues in a 
deeper humanism. That is why any attitude that kills the being 
of another person is an affront to the meaning of Christ. To be 
a humanist is to affirm the sacredness of life. Jesus touched the 
depth of being, and the Christ experience is nothing less than 
our call to be who we are, inside the love of God. I worship this 
Jesus when I claim my own being and live it out courageously 
and in the process call others to have the courage to be them- 
selves. 
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It is scary to be a follower of Jesus. [t even elicits great 
anger from the religious establishment. It loosens the power of 
religious institutions to control behavior. It opens one to the 
immensity of human life, to new dimensions of consciousness 
and transcendence. To follow Jesus is to be called to walk into 
the very Being of God. 

Who is Christ for us today? I cannot answer this question 
for everyone. No one can do that. I can only bear witness to 
what I believe the Christ event is. Jesus is the point in the 
human enterprise where, for me, the divine and the human 
flow together perfectly, revealing God as the Source of love, the 
Source of life, and the Ground of Being. Jesus is human being 
where the essence of the divine life breaks forth with a peculiar 
intensity. Jesus reveals God in loving totally, living fully, and 
being all that he can be. I worship the God I meet in Jesus by 
risking love, by daring to live, and by having the courage to be 
myself—my best, deepest, and holiest self. As I walk to the 
edges of life and bump into the meaning of transcendence, I 
find God over, under, around, and through all that I know and 
all that I am. 

So the call of Christ to me is an eternal call to love, to live, 
and to be. It is an invitation to work for those things that create 
life and to oppose those people, those attitudes, and those sys- 
tems that distort life. It is to become aware of the freeing, ex- 
hilarating, consciousness-raising experience of the Holy God. 
That God calls me into ever-new possibilities. 1 have never met 
God by retreating from life. I seem to meet God only when I 
enter deeply into life. That is the God that I confront when I 
look deeply at Jesus of Nazareth. When I enter this experience, 
I turn to the words of Scripture and to the phrases of the creeds 
and I no longer find the sterile choice between literalism and 
nothing. I find rather an expression in dated words and time- 
warped symbols of the same reality that I am in touch with 
today at the edges of my human limits and in the dawning 
moments of a transcendent awareness. Then suddenly the an- 
cient biblical story becomes my story, and its ancient symbols 
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interpret my life. I know then that I have touched divinity, a 
divinity that is the same yesterday, today, and forever. I 
breathe that divinity in and I worship its source and I commit 
myself anew to live “in Christ,” as Paul would say, by living, 
loving, and being, as one who has been transformed by the 
infinite and eternal presence of God. Christianity becomes for 
me not an empty and outdated set of scriptural and creedal 
concepts but a new adventure in living as I walk side by side 
with the Christians of the ages who, with me, have journeyed 
into the meaning of God. 

I will speak of Christ as I have experienced Christ, and thus 
I will add to the words of the ongoing story. My words will not 
last any more than I will last, but they will form a link or, even 
better perhaps, a chapter in an eternal narrative. Beneath my 
words is an eternal truth. I will express that truth for my time. 
Those who come after me will have to express that truth for 
their time. All of us will be glad that men and women in every 
age gave rational form to their experience with Christ so that 
we can be enriched and inspired by the witness of the ages that 
includes both Scripture and creeds. Enriched and inspired be- 
comes our experience and our reality when the Scriptures are 
opened in this way. Bound and straitened by the words of 
yesterday becomes our terror when the Scriptures are literal- 
ized. The former gives life and keeps the tradition alive. The 
latter gives death and guarantees a religious idolatry that will 
finally be overthrown. 

As the words of the Book of Joshua suggested long ago, 
there is set before us today life and death. In the name of the 
living Christ, I choose life. 
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Epilogue 


This very brief journey through Holy Scripture has now 
come to an end. I hope I have punctured pomposity, exposed 
ignorance, opened windows to truth, and titillated the imagi- 
nation of my readers. Above all else, it has been my purpose to 
call people into a love of Scripture for what it is—a chronicle 
written by our ancestors in faith as they walked through history 
in the presence of their God. 

I believe that the key to understanding how the Bible is the 
Word of God is found not by studying the literal text but rather 
by entering the experience out of which the literal text came to 
be written. Those ancient words that have been employed to 
interpret tne experience are themselves not holy. Indeed, they 
have frequently even blinded us from seeing and entering the 
experience they seek to describe because these words are al- 
ways limited by their time, their culture, and their apprehen- 
sion of reality. 

I also write to challenge mainline church members to take 
the Bible seriously. I find the biblical ignorance that marks the 
lives of churchgoers to be beyond my capacity to exaggerate. In 
preaching today, the speaker cannot illustrate with a biblical 
example without telling the story in full detail because the 


knowledge of biblical content is no longer something that per- 
meates the lives of even churchgoing individuals in any mean- 
ingful way. 

I recall visiting a church in my diocese one Sunday and 
speaking to the assembled host of approximately 180 persons 
on the subject of the Ten Commandments. I began the sermon 
by asking, “How many of you think the Ten Commandments 
are important?” There was an almost universal response of 
raised hands. “Yes, sir,” they were saying, “that is the basic 
standard of ethical behavior. We all think ethical behavior and 
the Ten Commandments are important!” Pleased with this en- 
thusiastic endorsement of this time-honored code, I went on to 
say, “Well, if you agree that the Ten Commandments are im- 
portant, then obviously you must know what the Ten Com- 
mandments say. Let’s see if you can name them.” There was an 
embarrassed squirming, and all 180 people together could not 
come up with the ten! 

There is clearly a gulf between the values to which we give 
lip service and the values in which our lives are invested. The 
Bible for most of us is, I fear, in the same category as the Ten 
Commandments were to this congregation. We say it is an im- 
portant book and worthy of respect. Yet our lives are not or- 
ganized in such a way as to demonstrate that we really hold 
this sacred text in either honor or high esteem. 

Iam not impressed by what passes for adult education in 
most churches. Many a church adult Bible class is little more 
than the pooling of ignorance. Few clergy that I observe are 
willing to give the time necessary to become competent teach- 
ers of the Bible in their congregations. When they do, the 
biblical ignorance of the ages rises up to haunt them, for 
scholarship challenges the pious, simple faith of those who 
do not want to be bothered by disturbing truth. By not doing 
the hard task of teaching, the clergy have relegated our holy 
book to either oblivion or to the “Babylonian captivity of the 
fundamentalists.” I use this expression aware that those who 
do not know anything about biblical history will also not under- 
stand it. 
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I love the Bible. When I was a parish priest, I used an adult 
Bible class to excite and empower my congregation and as the 
primary means of evangelization. I know it can be done. I have 
spent much of my life poring over the words of the Bible, un- 
derstanding its background, studying the issues that gave rise 
to the writings of the particular books, and learning the nu- 
ances of the biblical drama that help me to differentiate, for 
example, between a passage in Chronicles and a passage in 
Kings, or to recognize a Gospel story as coming from John or 
Mark or Luke without being told its source. This love of the 
Bible was a gift to me from the fundamentalism of my Presby- 
terian mother. I honor fundamentalism’s demand that the Bible 
be taken seriously. 

I write with the passion of one who believes that the time 
is short. That is not to revert to an eschatological warning based 
upon yet another prediction of the end of the world. It is rather 
the recognition that we have no more than one generation left, 
in my opinion, before the dying embers of the values that were 
based on Bible reading and a biblical view of life will be cold. 
There is still time for those embers to be fanned into bright, 
contagious flames once more. If we do not succeed in this last 
opportunity, the ignorance of mainline Christians will increase 
and the absurdity of fundamentalist Christians will reach a new 
crescendo. The result will be a revulsion that will accelerate the 
total secularization of the life of this society, putting an end 
completely to the religious traditions of our past. That process 
will move us beyond the reach of a revival. One can revive that 
which is dormant. One cannot revive that which has ceased to 
be. That requires a new creation. 

So I hold the Bible before my readers seeking boldly to free 
it from the clutches of a mindless literalism and, at the same 
time, presenting it as a dramatic and exciting document whose 
relevance for our day is both mighty and real. My witness is 
consistent. I have met the living God in my engagement with 
Scripture and I have heard the living Word of this God speak- 
ing to me through the words of Scripture. It is that God and 
that Word to which I want my life and this book to point. 
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When I seek to give content and form to that living Word, 
I find myself saying very traditional things. The Word of God 
in Scripture confronts me with the revelation that all human 
beings are created in God’s image and reflect God’s holiness. 
All human beings means all human beings. . . all human beings. 
Men and women, homosexual persons and heterosexual per- 
sons, all races, nationalities, and persons of any ethnic back- 
ground, all communists and capitalists, rich and poor, old and 
young, religious and nonreligious, Christians, Moslems, Jews, 
Buddhists, and Hindus, atheists and agnostics—all persons re- 
flect the holiness of God, for all are made in God’s image. How 
can I enslave, segregate, denigrate, oppress, violate, or victim- 
ize one who bears the image of the Holy One? That is the Word 
of God I meet in the Bible. That is also what I mean when I say 
I believe in God the Father, almighty creator. 

The Word of God in Scripture also confronts me with the 
fact that God loves all that God has made. God loves every 
person my prejudice would reject. There is nothing one can do 
or be that places that person outside the boundaries of God’s 
love. God loves even those whose lives seem intent on killing 
the love of God when that love is incarnate in human history. 
If I continue to hate one whom God has loved, I place myself 
in the peculiar position of claiming for myself a moral righ- 
teousness that is beyond the righteousness I attribute to God. 
Since God, by definition, is still loving me even in that stance, 
I learn something of love’s inescapability. That is the Word of 
God to me that I meet especially in the second covenant re- 
corded in the Bible and that is what I mean when I say I believe 
in Jesus Christ, God’s only Son, our Lord. 

Finally, I confront the living Word of God in the realization 
that God calls all of God’s creation into the fullness of life. Each 
of us is created, loved, and invited by the Source of life into the 
fullness of life, into a heightened consciousness, into having 
the courage to be ourselves—all of the selves that we are. The 
more significantly human we are, the more we reveal the 
meaning of divinity. So every force that dehumanizes, dimin- 
ishes, or distorts life must be confronted by the Word of God 
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in judgment so that the image of God may be freed and the 
love of God experienced. That is what it means to be the church 
and that is what I mean when I say I believe in the Holy Spirit, 
the Lord and giver of life. 

Yes, for me the Bible is the means through which I hear, 
confront, and interact with the Word of God. No, the words of 
the Bible are not for me the words of God. That distinction is, 
for many, a narrow edge, but it is an edge that must be walked 
consciously and deliberately if the Word of God is to be heard 
in this generation. 

That we might “read, mark, learn and inwardly digest” the 
words of the Scripture is the prayer of the church on what was 
once called Bible Sunday. It is the prayer of this bishop that this 
volume will assist that to occur. 
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didactic purpose of teaching. 

3. This is an informed guess. See chapter 13. 


Chapter 11. Luke: The Story of Jesus from a Gentile Perspective 


1. Many scholars believe that Isaiah 56-66 is the work of a third person 
and not, technically speaking, part of Second Isaiah. In Jesus’ day or in 
Luke’s day, however, no such distinction was made. 
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On Ww 


Chapter 12. The Fourth Gospel: In the Beginning—I Am 
. John S. Spong, This Hebrew Lord, rev. ed. (San Francisco: Harper & 


Row, 1987). 


. Tam aware that many scholars do not regard John 21 as authentic. I do 


not believe, however, that this changes the argument substantially. 


. It is Raymond E. Brown more than any other New Testament scholar 


who opened these ideas to me for the first time. See his Gospel According 
to John, “Introduction,” Anchor Bible series (New York: Doubleday, 
1966). 


Chapter 13. Christmas and Easter: Ultimate 
Truth and Literal Nonsense 


. Virginia Ramey Mollenkott, review of Living in Sin? A Bishop Rethinks 


Human Sexuality, by John S. Spong, Letters of Ruth, Summer 1989. 


. New Testament scholars are unanimously agreed that the original text 


of Mark ended with verse 8 of chapter 16. The material beyond verse 
8 is a much later addition to Mark’s Gospel. 


. See John S. Spong, The Easter Moment (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 


1980 and 1986). 


. Christpower, written as one word, has become for me a way to de- 
y 


scribe the Christ life that is the gift of the Spirit, the mark of member- 
ship in the Christian community. The word was coined for me by Lucy 
Newton Boswell and it became the title of a book of theological poetry 
on which Lucy N. Boswell and I collaborated. It was published by 
Thomas Hale, Richmond, Virginia, in 1975. 


Chapter 14. Who Is Christ for Us? 


. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Prisoner for God (New York: Macmillan, 1959), 123. 
. The Very Reverend John Rogers, dean of Trinity School for Ministry, 


Ambridge, Pennsylvania. 


. From the book title by Joseph Campbell. 

. Virginia Theological Seminary, Alexandria, Virginia. 

. This is the title of one of Professor Tillich’s important books. 

. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Prisoner for God (New York: Macmillan, 1959), 123. 
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